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Preface

I b e g a n  c o n t e m p l a t i n G this book more than ten years ago in 
Tıırkey when I vvas doing research on the late Sedad Hakkı Eldem. If I had stayed in 
Turkey as I had alvvays thought I vvould (one never knovvs!), I probably vvould have 
been intimidated by the immensity of the task and put it aside for other, more focused 
projects. It vvas only after I found myself “settled” in the United States (stili a tenta- 
tive concept for me) that the idea became more urgent. First, it became professionally 
important for me to locate myself in vvhat I savv as an emerging scholarly field encom- 
passing the study of transnational and cross-cultural histories of modern architecture 
and their relationship to cultııre and politics. Second, and equally important, vvas a 
personal dimension: vvorking on this book became my connection to the country I had 
left behind and never stopped thinking about since then. Every nevv development in 
Turkish culture and politics, every nevv book on Turkey, and every trip there each sum- 
mer reflected back on my research material, giving me nevv interpretive insights and 
delaying the completioıı of the book.

In the end, the making of the book vvas spread över many years, many fragment- 
ed periods of research, many seminars, conferences, and informal discussions in 
vvhich the ideas vvere elaborated, and many moments of doubt över the feasibility of 
such an all-encompassing cultural and architectural history. Many people have 
become part of it in different capacities— as resources, as interlocutors, or simply as 
supporters vvho did not hesitate to place their trust in someone vvith architectural 
training vvho vvas turning cultural historian. It is impossible for me to list or remem- 
ber everyone along the vvay. But vvith my sincerest apologies for any unintended omis- 
sions, I vvould like to thank the follovving institutions and individuals.

M ost of my research in Turkey vvas done vvith a grant from the Social Science 
Research Council in Nevv York, and I thank everyone involved for supporting my pro- 
posal. Additional funding for research expenses came from a Humanities and Social 
Sciences Research Grant and from the Ford International Career Development 
stipend, both at the Massachıısetts Institute of Technology. In Ankara, at different times 
betvveen 1994 and 1999, I used the resources of the Middle East Technical University,
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the Chamber of Turkish Architects (vvith special thanks to Bayar Çimen), the National 
Library, the Prime Ministry Archives of the Turkish Republic, and the Library of the 
Turkish Parliament. In İstanbul, I relied on the resources of İstanbul Technical 
University, Mimar Sinan University, and the Atatürk Library of İstanbul Municipality. 
In the United States, in addition to the Rotch Libraries and Visual Collections at MIT, 
I consulted the Weidener and Fine Arts Libraries of Harvard University, and I thank 
the Aga Khan Program for facilitating my access to them. The Department of Archi­
tecture at M IT reduced my teaching load for a semester during the vvriting of the first 
draft, and I thank Stanford Anderson for that. I also thank the Institute of Turkish 
Studies in Washington, D.C., vvhich provided a subvention grant for the final publica- 
tion of the book.

My deepest gratitude goes to Diane Ghirardo, Gülsüm Baydar Nalbantoğlu, 
Gvvendolyn Wright, and Yıldırım Yavuz for reading the manuscript carefully and crit- 
ically, making helpful suggestions, and above ali encouraging me at the most needed 
moments. An anonymous revievver also read the manuscript and gave much-appreci- 
ated comments. In addition to them, I want to acknovvledge my indebtedness to İnci 
Aslanoğlu not only for reading an initial draft of the first part and sharing her knovvl- 
edge vvith me but also for installing in me an interest in the topic many years ago 
through her ovvn vvork. Sarah Shields and Aydan Keskin Balamir also read parts of the 
first draft and made insightful comments, and I thank them vvarmly. Among my col- 
leagues in architecture, I am grateful to Roy Landau, Kenneth Frampton, Francesco 
Passanti, and Akos Moravanszky not only for their general interest in and support of 
my vvork but also for the inspiration their vvork has given me toward a critical histo- 
riography of modern architecture. I also thank Stanford Anderson and Mark 
Jarzombek for reading the manuscript and for giving “transnational and cross-cultur- 
al histories of modernism” an important place in the History, Theory, and Criticism  
section of the Department of Architecture at M IT during the years I taught there. 
Some of the ideas in the first chapter of this book vvere developed during those years 
at MIT, in a seminar I co-taught vvith Nasser Rabbat, and I cherish those exchanges. 
I vvould also like to express my appreciation to Maristella Casciato, Bernd Nicolai, 
Vittorio M . Lampugnani, Guiseppe Semerani, Jorge Francisco Liernur, and Augustus 
Richard Norton for the recognition they gave my vvork by inviting me to give talks on 
modern Turkish architecture. Among my friends and colleagues in Turkish studies, 
Feroz Ahmad, Ayfer Bartu, Alev İnan Çınar, Haldun Gülalp, Çağlar Keyder, Şevket 
Pamuk, and Jenny White vvere particularly supportive över the years. I ovve it to them 
that I vvas able to present earlier versions of this vvork to interdisciplinary audiences 
as lectures, conference papers, and published articles.

Above ali, it is the graduate students vvith whom I have vvorked or exchanged ideas 
in seminars and conferences vvho have given me the greatest enthusiasm and motiva- 
tion in vvriting this book. The larger field vvithin vvhich I have situated my vvork on 
Turkish modernism— a field that spans the history of modern architecture outside



Europe and N orth America— has been our shared theoretical terrain. It is through the 
work of these younger scholars that the field is grovving rapidly and challenging the 
traditional conceptions of the discipline of architectural history, theory, and criticism. 
Among them, I want to express my appreciation for the work of Esra Akcan, Ritu 
Bhatt, Asia Chovvdhury, Ahmet Ersoy, Nathaniel Fuster-Felix, Yehchin Hsu, Brian 
M cLaren, Alona Nitzan-Shiftan, Anoma Pieris, Panaiyota Pyla, Maha Yahya, and 
Zeynep Kezer. I also wish to thank Aslıhan Demirtaş, Ömer Kanıpak, Yael Navaro- 
Yasin, Neşe Yeşilkaya-Giirallar, and Zeynep Yürekli for sharing their work on differ- 
ent aspects of early republican cultııre and architecture vvith me.

Among the people vvho helped me vvith the prodııction of this book, I thank 
Necati Yurtseven in Turkey and John Cook in Cambridge for responding to my end- 
less requests for photographic reprodııction över the years. Many others generously 
allovved me to use individual photographs from their collections; I have acknovvledged 
them separately in the figüre sources. My sister, Hande Bozdoğan, not only kept me 
sane and smiling vvith long overseas phone calls but also vvas a reliable resource for 
any material I needed from Turkey. My very special thanks go to Michael Duckvvorth, 
the editör of the University of Washington Press vvithout vvhose commitment and sup- 
port ııeither this book nor the larger series in vvhich it appears could have been possi- 
ble. The same goes to Jane Kepp, the talented copy-editor vvho did marvels vvith my 
manuscript, making it possible for me to finally visualize it as a book rather than the 
draft of a potential book.

As much as this book is indebted to the many people vvho intersected its path at 
different points in fruitfııl vvays, the vvritiııg of it vvas ultimately a lonely enterprise. 
M ost of the time I vvrote it “on the side,” during the time left över from full-time 
teaching and parenting. It took much longer than it should have, its progress fluctuat- 
ing vvith the ups and dovvns in my life and career, and it vvas finally finished under cir- 
cumstaııces dramatically different from those in vvhich I began vvriting it. Throughout 
ali this, a few people have been so indispensable to my well-being that I vvant to sin- 
gle them out, vvith full knovvledge that whatever I vvrite will be insufficient to express 
hovv much I appreciated and needed them. First, I thank Feridun Özgören for opening 
up the vvorld of Turkish classical music for me— a vvorld in vvhich I found refuge and 
relaxation vvhen nothing else vvorked. Second, I thank Leila Kinney for being the intel- 
ligent colleague, great girlfriend, and walking companion that she is. She, too, vvas 
trying to vvrite a book betvveen full-time teaching and parenting, and vvith her there, 
it vvas less lonely. Third, I thank Reşat Kasaba, my colleague and co-editor, my best 
friend of nearly thirty years, and the single most important contributor to the con- 
ception, elaboration, and realization of this book. In his immense generosity and 
kiııdness, he listened to every idea I ran by him, read and commented on every paper 
I vvrote, invited me to his conferences, and read the manuscript a fevv times över. 
Above ali he believed in the importance of vvriting a book of this sort vvhen I myself 
had doubts. “Rethinking modernity and national identity in Turkey” became oıır
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shared obsession in our separate but parallel lives in the United States. Fourth, I thank 
Peter Parsons, vvho listened patiently to my ideas and challenged them in constructive 
ways, read my drafts, helped me out on a daily basis, and endured my moments of 
depression with grace. As colleagues and intellectual companions, vve learned, dis- 
cussed, and taught “the culture and architecture of modernity” together. In addition, 
I alvvays turned to his capacities for handling practical matters that vvould have left me 
helpless and to his overall vvisdom in life vvhenever I seemed to lose my sense of pur- 
pose. Finally, I thank our son, Sinan Bozdoğan Parsons, vvho, for the first ten years of 
his life, grevv up vvith the making of this book and stili does not blame it for ali the 
time I vvould othervvise have given to him.

Sibel Bozdoğan 

Brookline, Massachusetts 
January 2001
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Introduction

MODERNİSM ON THE MARGINS  OF EUROPE

Some time ago, by the "Sweet VVaters of Europe" at the far end of the 
Golden Horn, I heard the vvhine of countless gramophones on the caiques 

plashing the vvater. And I reckoned that Abdulhamid vvas dead, the Young 
Turks had arrived, that the Bazaar was changing its signs and that the West 
was triumphing. And already today we have Ankara, and the monument to 
Mustafa Kemal! Events move fast. The die is cast: one more centuries-old 
civilization goes to ruin.

— Le Corbusier, L'art decoratif d'aujourd'hui, 1925

F o r  L e  C o r b u s i e r , the making of modern Turkey över the ruins of 
the Ottoman Empire vvas jııst one example of vvhat he saw as the disappearance of 
balanced, harmonious cultııres everyvvhere vvith “the arrival of the tvventieth centu­
ry.” ' He dated “the advent of modern times” in Turkey to the appearance of the Young 
Turks on the scene, just before his ovvn first visit to İstanbul in 1911.2 He observed that 
vvhat the Young Turks had started then had been carried to its logical conclusion by 
Mustafa Kemal, the nationalist hero who proclaimed the Turkish republic in Ankara 
in 1923, dismantling a six-centuries-old Islamic civilization. Indeed, the nevv republic 
had recently passed its most radical and, to this day, most contentious decrees, abol- 
ishing the Ottoman sultanate and the Islamic caliphate. A series of Westernizing insti- 
tutional reforms vvas under way to shape the entire social, cultural, and architectural 
fabric of Turkey along European models. It vvas only a matter of years before Le 
Corbusier himself vvould be hailed as a great visionary and his works and ideas vvould 
mobilize a nevv generation of young Turkish architects.
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Why, then, do Le Corbusier’s vvords have such a melancholy ring? Many Western 
commentators vvricing in the 1920s expressed ambivalence tovvard the nevv nationalist 
government in Turkey, if not outright nostalgia for Ottoman culture and society.3 Al­
though Le Corbusier shared the general orientalist nostalgia, his agenda vvas a differ- 
ent and personal one, little related to the historical events under way in Turkey. While 
evoking the necessity and historical inevitability of the disappearance of old civiliza- 
tions, his nostalgic remarks vvere intended mainly to dravv attention to the loss of 
“harmonious cultures” everyvvhere and to justify his ovvn mission to re-create that lost 
harmony in the modern vvorld.

During his first visit to İstanbul in 1911, like other European orientalists before 
him vvho vvent to the East in search of the “exotic” and the “authentic,” Le Corbusier 
had despised the modernizing agenda of the Young Turks, including the nevv archi­
tecture they sponsored. Instead, he had admired “the simplicity of their fathers” vvho 
had built the classic mosques and the vvooden houses of old İstanbul— those “archi­
tectural masterpieces,” as he called them, the spatial and constructional qualities of 
vvhich he registered in his mind and in his sketchbooks. As recent scholarship on Le 
Corbusier confirms, in those formative years he vvas looking at the cultural artifacts 
and vernacular architectures of eastern Europe and Turkey as conceptual models for 
a possible modern vernacular.4 They vvere his sources of inspiration to begin con- 
templating the possibility of a similar harmony, this time betvveen tvventieth-century 
culture and its designed objects. Yet in the official modernist polemic of the 1920s 
and 1930s (to vvhich Le Corbusier himself significantly contributed), these “non- 
European” cultural influences became merely anecdotal. Instead, the ocean liners, 
grain elevators, and airplanes of the industrial West took çenter stage as the exclusive 
sources of tvventieth-century modernism.

The official history of modern architecture vvas written in the West vvith Le 
Corbusier as its main author and protagonist at once. According to this account, 
vvhich has become a part of the mainstream cultural history of the tvventieth century, 
“modernism,” or the “Modern Movement” as it vvas then called, encompassed a rev­
olutionary aesthetic canon and a scientific doctrine in architecture originating in 
Europe during the intervvar period. Use of reinforced concrete, Steel, and glass, the 
primacy of cubic forms, geometric shapes, and Cartesian grids, and above ali the 
absence of decoration, stylistic motifs, traditional roofs, and ornamental details have 
been its defining features in tvventieth-century aesthetic consciousness. For most peo- 
ple, the vvorks of masters such as Le Corbusier, Walter Gropius, and Mies van der 
Rohe epitomize this modernist aesthetic. its European origins notvvithstanding, it is a 
doctrine that has claimed universal validity and rationality. The nevv needs, tools, and 
technologies of complex industrial societies that informed this modernist vision vvere 
presented as the needs, tools, and technologies of a rationally progressing universal 
history— an epochal force that no nation, culture, or geography could escape.

The most effective organization vvorking for the dissemination of these ideas vvas 
the International Congress of Modern Architecture (CIAM ), vvhich inaugurated its



annual meetings in 1928 in Europe. A year before that, a majör housing exhibition in 
Stuttgart, Germany (the Weissenhof Siedlung, 1927), had given a unified image and 
great publicity to the leading modernist architects of Europe. In 1932 the movement 
crossed the Atlantic Ocean, and the term “international style” vvas coined for this 
architecture after the famous exhibition by that title at Nevv York’s Museum of 
Modern Art. In a very short time during the 1930s, the architectural and urbanistic 
precepts of the Modern Movement vvere embraced by an entire generation of archi­
tects, planners, and bureaucrats everyvvhere as the most progressive and thoroughly 
rational expression of the modern zeitgeist in the making. As we vvill see later in this 
book, its arrival in Ankara, the nevv Capital of modern, postimperial, republican 
Turkey, vvas celebrated as a historical moment marking the coııntry’s entry into the 
tvventieth century.

The greatest ideological appeal of the Modern Movement vvas its claim to tran- 
scend ideology. During the intervvar period, many nevv regimes and diverse political 
systems, from socialism in Weimar Germany and postrevolutionary Rııssia to fascism 
in Italy, Zionism in mandate Palestine, and Kemalisin in Turkey, embraced the pro­
gressive discourse of the Modern Movement. Republican Ankara in the 1930s vvas one 
of the earliest maııifestations of the historical alliance of modernism vvith nation 
building and State povver— an alliance from vvhich the term “high modernism” vvould 
be born. By the time high modernism reached its epitome in the post-World War II 
period, it designated not so much the particular aesthetic canon of the Modern 
Movement (vvhich gave vvay to nevv, more monumental, and more sculptural forms 
after World War II) as its larger political project. Le Corbusier vvas, vvithout doubt, 
the mastermind of high modernist vision in architecture and ıırbanism— “the revolu- 
tionary architect par excellence,” as most of his contemporaries and many Turkish 
architects of the 1930s savv him. The proliferation of the high modernist vision beyond 
the margins of Europe to other continents and cultures, from postcolonial India to 
Latin America, shaped much of the history, culture, and built fabric of the tvventieth 
century. The nevv capitol complexes of Chandigarh and Brasilia are only the most 
ambitious and famous of its nıımeroııs expressions in architecture and ıırbanism.5

As James C. Scott notes in his compelling account of high modernism, the term 
is not confined to architecture and ıırbanism. “High Modernism is the most visionary 
and ııltimately devastating ideology of the tvventieth century,” Scott explains, “a par­
ticularly svveeping vision of hovv the benefits of technical and scientific progress might 
be applied, usually through the state, in every field of hııman activity.”6 That high 
modernism tends to simplify reality, making it legible and ııltimately controllable, and 
that it sees the past as an impediment to the realization of an idealized fııtııre are tvvo 
of Scott’s observations that are particularly pertinent to an analysis of Kemalist Turkey 
in the 1930s. There are certain conditions, Scott argues, that have particularly favored 
the blossoming of the high modernist faith. These include “crises of state povver, such 
as wars and economic depressions, and circumstances in vvhich a state’s capacity for 
relatively unimpeded planning is greatly enhanced, such as the revolutionary conıpıest



of power and colonial rule.”7 The presence of both of these conditions in Turkey at 
the time modernism “arrived” in Ankara cannot be missed. The country had barely 
emerged from decades of warfare extending from the Balkan Wars and the First World 
War to the nationalist War of Independence. The construction of a nevv nation had to 
be accomplished in the midst of dire economic conditions, not to mention the impact 
of the depression of 1929. Finally and most importantly, after the consolidation of 
single-party rule under Mustafa Kemal’s Republican People’s Party (RPP), there vvas 
a nevv revolutionary regime in povver vvith an all-encompassing project of moderniza- 
tion and civilization at the top of its agenda.

With its predilection for social engineering and top-to-bottom  modernization and 
its self-declared revolutionary premises, the Kemalist regime embraced the lıigh mod­
ernist faith as one of its founding ideologies. The architectural culture of the early 
Turkish republic amply illustrates how high modernism as an ideology appealed par­
ticularly to “planners, engineers, architects, scientists and technicians” vvho “vvanted 
to use state power to bring about huge, utopian changes in people’s vvork habits, liv- 
ing patterns, moral conduct and vvorldvievv.”8 Modern architecture vvas imported as 
both a visible symbol and an effective instrument of this radical program to create a 
thoroughly Westernized, modern, and secular nevv nation dissociated from the coun­
try’s ovvn Ottoman and Islamic past. In this respect, architecture in early republican 
Turkey can be looked at as a literally “concrete” manifestation of the high modernist 
vision.

In this book I offer evidence for the essentially ideological appropriation of mod­
ernism in Turkish architectural culture of the 1930s. At the same time, I address hovv 
this imported ideology vvas interpreted, justified, modified, and contested in ways 
unique to the Turkish experience. The architectural culture and production of the 
early republican period bear ample testimony to the ambiguities, complexities, and 
contradictions resulting from encounters betvveen imported ideas and local realities, 
not just in Turkey but everyvvhere. This book is also about these complexities and con­
tradictions, vvhich make it problematic to explain the Turkish case (or any other case, 
for that matter) exclusively from the general high modernist blueprint.

The “Nevv Architecture” (Yeni M imari, as the Modern Movement vvas called in 
Turkey) came to Turkey in the 1930s largely through the example of German and 
Central European architects vvho vvorked and taught in Turkey throughout the early 
republican period. Their more conservative brand of modernism, vvhich can be 
observed in the architecture of Ankara (mostly a stripped-down classicism), bore lit- 
tle resemblance to the canonic aesthetic of “international style” in the 1930s (vvith its 
slick, vvhite boxes, transparent vvalls, and advanced industrial materials). The dis­
course celebrating Turkey’s entry into the heroic vvorld of the Modern Movement 
notvvithstanding, modern architecture in early republican Turkey vvas conspicuously 
heavier than the celebrated examples of the Modern Movement in Europe. Buildings 
vvere constructed more traditionally, vvith smaller openings and, in many cases, 
pitched tile roofs, largely as a result of the poverty and constraints of the building



indııstry. Modernist Turkish architects were themselves profoundly contradictory in 
their comments about modernism. Sometimes they privileged its aesthetic component 
(as is implied by the term “international style”) by celebrating the “harmonious com- 
position of geometric volumes.” More often they rejected the stylistic implications of 
an aesthetic understanding of modernism in favor of the principles of “rationalism 
and funetionalism,” vvhich, they believed, vvere the objeetive and scientific criteria 
determining modern form. Mostly they tried to reconcile the two.

As mııch as young Turkish architects vvanted to embrace the Modern Movement, 
in tlıe passionately nationalist elimate of the early republic the vvord “international” 
vvas even more objeetionable to them than the vvord “style.” In the same vvay that 
republican leaders vvanted to import the positivism, Science, and progress of moder­
nity vvithout its liberal philosophy or its socialist overtones, republican architects 
vvanted a modernism vvithout its international connotations. As vvill be cvident 
throııghoııt this book, the entire architectural cultııre of the early republic vvas one big 
effort to reconcile the “modern” vvith the “national.” Some argued that because the 
Modern Movement vvas the most rational response to site, context, and program, it 
vvas, by definition, “national.” As a corollary to this, others argued that traditional 
Turkish architecture (classical Ottoman monuments and vernacıılar houses) embraced 
such rational designs in terms of funetion and construction that it vvas already “mod­
ern” in concept. Analogous to (and inspired by) the vvay Italian rationalist architects 
elaborated the concepts of “İralianitâ” and “Mediterraneitâ” to appropriate mod­
ernism for the Fascist State,9 Turkish architects tried to “nationalize the modern” for 
a better ideological fit vvith Kemalisin. Any stııdy of early republican architecture in 
Turkey ııeeds to take into account this ambigııoııs and very particular sense of vvhat 
“modern” vvas ali about and resist the tendeııcy to read modern Turkish architecture 
in terms of exclıısive biııary oppositions betvveen national and international or be­
tvveen tradition and modernity. At a time vvhen any emphasis on either supranational 
or sııbnational affiliation vvas anathema to republican ideology, modernism could not 
be international in its affiliations, nor could national architecture be truly local, tra­
ditional, or regionalist.

Both the European modernism of the 1930s and the idea of a “national style” that 
had been a recıırrent obsession in Tıırkish architectural culture since the late Ottoman  
period are important backdrops for this book. It vvas the specific vvays in vvhich the 
tvvo interacted and negotiated in the 1930s, hovvever, that gave early republican archi­
tecture its ıınique character. One Central idea informing this book is that a distinetion 
shoııld be made betvveen modern architecture and high modernism, counter to the1 
tendeney to collapse the tvvo together. Modern architecture, as it fîrst emerged in 
Eıırope around the turn of the century, vvas before everything else a critical discourse 
that defîed received notions and established canons of architecture. It commenced 
from the idea of exploriııg a critical, antistylistic, and continuoıısly self-transform- 
ing approach to art and architecture, irreducible to an offîcial style or program in 
the same vvay that modernity is irreducible to the grand political project of high



modernisin. As Scott puts it in the context of social theory, “one of the great para- 
doxes of social engineering is that it seems at odds with the experience of modernity 
generally. Trying to jell a social vvorld, the most striking characteristic of vvhich 
appears to be flux, seems rather like trying to manage a whirlwind.” 10 The same could 
be said for modern architecture. To turn it into an official style and ideology— simple, 
legible, and recognizable as such (geometric, undecorated, abstract building forms)—  
seems very much at odds with its theoretical premises, vvhich emphasize formal inde- 
terminacy, response to context, and response to changiııg needs, materials, and 
techniques. Therefore, the initial identification of modernism with nation building 
under the auspices of an authoritarian State in Turkey is itself problematical— a prem- 
ise waiting to be questioned rather than taken for granted.

0  0  0

T h e  h i s t o r y  o f  modern architecture and urbanism outside Europe and North  
America is a relatively recent and rapidly growing field of research. Until the last two 
decades or so of the tvventieth century, nineteenth- and twentieth-century architec- 
tures in Asia, the Middle East, Africa, and Latin America vvere topics doubly margin- 
alized, not only by historians of modern architecture but also by area specialists. As 
is vvidely knovvn and discussed today, the reasons for this had much to do vvitlı the ini­
tial constitııtion of the discipline of art and architectural history on primarily 
Eurocentric and orientalist grounds." For many art historians in the so-called area 
studies, non-Western cultures were interesting mostly insofar as they remained “oth- 
ers” vvith respect to the West. Thus their attention and scholarly specialization vvere 
focused heavily on the classic periods or “golden ages” of Islamic, Indian, Chinese, 
and other cultures. Modern architecture was regarded as an imported and “alien” dis­
course not indigenous to these societies— a much-lamented symbol of the “contami- 
nation” of their authentic cultural expressions. Little attention, if any, was devoted to 
the efforts of non-Western cultures to make modern architectural concepts, forms, 
and techniques originating in Europe their own. “M odern” was assumed to be an 
exclusively European category that non-Western others could import, adopt, or per- 
haps resist but not reproduce from within. In the case of Turkey, not only tvventieth- 
century modernism but also the histories of Ottoman baroque, neoclassic, and other 
European architectural imports of the nineteenth century vvere, until recently, little 
knovvn to an English-speaking readership.12

Much of area studies has been predicated on a belief in the essential differences 
betvveen cultures. Tvventieth-century modernism embraced the opposite— a belief in 
the essential “sameness” of human beings as the scientific, objective, biological under- 
pinning of vvhat vvere to be inevitably uniform modern lives. Consequently, neither 
perspective has helped much to open up a space for the study of modernism outside 
the industrialized West. Area specialists and orientalists have looked at non-Western 
cultures as strictly “bounded domains,” the essences of vvhich vvere in the past. 
Historians of modern architecture, on the other hand, have focused exclusively on the



social, technological, and intellectual determinants of modernism, the sources of 
vvhich were in the West. Hence they have regarded modern architecture and urbanism 
in non-Western contexts simply as extensions of Western developments and therefore 
as of little interest and originality in themselves— unless, of coıırse, a famous Euro­
pean architect or planner happened to be working in some overseas territory. Until the 
fairly recent appearance of publications on India’s colonial heritage and the work of 
modern Indian architects, for example, what was known aboııt modern architecture in 
India was confined to Le Corbusier in Chandigarh.

In the aftermath of the critique of orientalist and Eurocentric perspectives in 
nearly every discipline, the foregoing picture has been changing dramatically. Ori­
entalist constructions of “other cultııres” as timeless and esseıuialist categories have 
been radically challenged at least since the publication of Edward Said’s ground- 
breaking work in the late I970s.13 An entire new field of cultural studies has emerged, 
drawing attention to the hybridity and complexity of non-Western societies, “mod­
ern” in their own vvays and not necessarily following the patterııs deliııeated by the 
history of the industrial West. At the same time, critical historics of modern architec­
ture have also been dismantling the idea of modernism as a thoroughly rational and 
universal doctrine that the architecture of every nation vvould sooner or later emulate. 
The scholarly trend now is to expose multiple and heterogeııeous trajectories, even 
vvithin European modernism itself, not to mention hitherto unexplored contexts and 
countries from Latin America to East Asia. As a resıılt, the last tvventy years have seen 
a boom in scholarship and published literatüre on the plurality of modern experi- 
ences, histories, and cultural transformations of non-Western societies. There is a 
wealth of new research 011 colonial architecture and urbanism, modern architecture 
and national identity, and postcolonial architecture.14 This book is iııformed by these 
studies in many vvays and vvas motivated by, among other things, the conviction that 
such studies of “other modernisms” challenge not only essentialist categories of non- 
Western cııltures as static but also assumptions of a liııear, homogeneoııs, and univer­
sal history of modern architecture. Looking at different experiences in different places 
and circumstances is the most effective way by vvhich vve can ensure that modern archi­
tecture, traditionally reified by both its supporters and its opponents, becomes histor- 
ically situated, contextualized, and, most importantly, politicized.

It is not surprising that the categories “povver” and “politics” have been at the çen­
ter of much of the vvork in this field, because it is through these categories that asym- 
metries in cultural and architectural history emerge most clearly. The primary reason 
for the privileging of politics is a simple one. In most countries outside vvestern Europe 
and North America, modernization vvas not a profound societal experience resulting 
from the nineteenth-century “great transformation” into an industrial, urban, and 
market-oriented order.15 It vvas an official program conceived and implemented either 
by colonial governments or by the modernizing elites of authoritarian nation-states 
that most of the time placed a high priority on architecture and urbanism as a form 
of “visible politics.” In Turkey, too, from the reformist bureaucrats of the Ottoman



Empire in the nineteeııth century to the republican leaders in the 1920s and 1930s, suc- 
cessive generations of modernizers sought to “catch up” with Western civilization and 
progress by importing Western institutions, forms, and techniques. Architecture, by its 
very nature, has alvvays been a povverful symbol as well as an effective instrument of 
reform and change in the modern vvorld. As a resulü, modern architecture in non- 
Western contexts has often been a representation  of modernity vvithout its real mate- 
rial and social basis— namely, industrial cities, capitalist produetion, and an 
autonomous bourgeoisie.

Although one can rightly argue that modern architecture has been a representa­
tion of modernity and a foil for modernization everyıvhere, ineluding the industrial- 
ized West, this process has nevertheless been far more evident and transparent outside 
the West. As a result, the study of modern architecture in non-Western contexts com- 
pels us to go beyond traditional categories of art history, formal analysis, or discus- 
sion of “origins,” “influences,” and so forth, and to delve into the historical and 
political contexts in vvhich forms acquire meaning— vvhich may be different from their 
original meanings in the West. Traditional assumptions about the “autonom y” of 
architectural form (vvhich have been under critical serutiny everyvvhere for some time 
novv) are even more conspicuously contested by the example of “other modernisms.” 
With the proliferation of studies of the latter, the emphasis has been shifting from 
architecture as an autonomous, self-referential discipline to vvhat we might cali the 
politics  of architecture.

While the top-to-bottom eharşeter of modernization in non-Western contexts 
inevitably brings the issues of povver and politics to the forefront of architectural his­
tory, it is also important not to read the history of modern architecture exclusively 
through the lenses of current critical perspeetives focused on povver and politics. In 
this book I hope to make a more nuanced assessment of the modernist vision, dis- 
criminating betvveen its critical premises and its ultimately authoritarian implementa- 
tions, betvveen vvhat it meant to its contemporaries and vvhat it means to us today. 
Modern architecture in non-Western contexts, or anyvvhere for that matter, may be 
seen as a form of cultural and eııvironmental oppression imposed upon people by 
bureaucrats, architects, and planners— as indeed numerous cultural critics have seen 
at least since Jane Jacob s.16 Povver, hovvever, is not only about oppression but also and 
literally about empovverment, and it is the factor of historical ageney associated vvith 
the modernist vision that has made it so appealing to non-Western nations— nations 
that for centuries vvere cast as “ahistorical.” Nevv nation-states such as Turkey and 
many posteolonial governments in the tvventieth century initially adopted modern 
architecture and urbanism as vvhat they perceived to be statements of national inde- 
pendence, pride, and progress. Whatever our retrospeetive critical assessments may be, 
to its contemporaries modernism vvas an expression of the desire of “other cultures” 
to contest their “otherness” and to claim subjectivity in making their ovvıı history.

In this book, my approach to the architectural culture of early republican Turkey 
is informed by an avvareness of the profound ambiguity of the modernist project of



the 1930s, including its modern architecture. Perhaps there is a personal and genera- 
tional explanation for this. Unlike the generation born into the early republic— my 
parents, my teachers, and the first generation of historians vvho studied modern 
Turkish architecture and to vvhom this book is greatly indebted17— I can maintain a 
critical distance from that period in order to see through modernism into the author- 
itarian politics. I can question the republican modernist vision vvith the hindsight of 
ali the developments, critical ideas, and scholarship of the last tvvo decades. I can take 
issue vvith its larger claims to scientific truth and vvith its mandate to transform soci­
ety for the better and to construct a thoroughly transformed future largely dissoci- 
ated from culture, context, and history.Is

At the same time, I am equally distanced from the emerging yoıınger generation 
of architectural historians vvho have been focusing, vvith mııch critical force and 
insight, on the ideological programs and authoritarian politics of early republican 
architecture.19 Unlike most of these younger scholars, I have caught the tail end of the 
republican vision through personal memories— family outings in Youth Park, the 
Atatürk model farm and forest, and the Çubuk Dam in Ankara— the legacies of 
republican public space that I discuss later in the book. I lived my childhood and youth 
vvithin the lingering legacy of the Kemalist project, just before the dismantling of the 
ethos of the early republic and the demolition or transformation of its most represen­
tative physical spaces after 1980. Perhaps as a result of this relative historical proxim- 
ity, I stili take the optimism, energy, and excitement of the early republican architects 
to heart. I am fascinated by their heroic feelings of nation building and history mak­
ing, vvhich come across in contemporaııeous documents, testinıonies, photographs, 
and publications. Such evidence suggests to me that, emerging out of a highly popu­
lar nationalist war of independence and conceived by the hero of the war, Mustafa 
Kemal Atatürk, Turkey’s modernist vision vvas more popular than is typically sug- 
gested by other cases of high modernist social engineering “forced upon” traditional 
societies. Interestingly, James C. Scott did not include Mustafa Kemal in his “Hail of 
Fame of High M odernism,” vvhich features other famous figures from Saint-Simon 
and Lenin to Robert Moses and the Shah of Iran. I believe that, vvithout negating the 
high modernist legacy of Kemalism, there are good historical reasons to justify this 
exclusion. Deified as a secularist and Westernizer by many Turks, detested for the 
same reasons by others, but ultimately revered as a soldier and national hero by ali, 
Atatürk left a legacy that continues to be one of the more complex and enduring lega­
cies among tvventieth-century modernizers and nation builders.

The Modern Movement may have been conspicuously out of place in a vvar-torn, 
traditional Müslim society vvithout the industrial infrastructure to justify its aesthet­
ic and constructional precepts. Yet its introduction into Turkey vvas elevated to epic 
proportions in the architectural culture of the 1930s. It vvas hailed as the visible proof 
that Turkey vvas a modern European nation vvith no resemblance to the exotic and ori- 
entalist aesthetic tropes by vvhich the Ottoman Empire had typically been represented 
in the past. Like Salman Rushdie’s Indian immigrant in a Western metropolis vvho is



“a disguise inventing his own false descriptions to counter the falsehoods invented 
about him,” the modernist vision of the early republic embodied “as much heroism as 
pathos.”20 I hope my account conveys these ambiguous and simultaneous feelings of 
both pathos and heroism, of both State povver and popular empovverment, of both 
alienation and liberation— feelings without vvhich modernism loses its richness and 
historical complexity.21 That the current cultural climate in Turkey is increasingly 
more polarized betvveen a staunch, uncritical defense of the republican modernist 
vision and an indiscriminate condemnation of its Westernizing, secularizing ageııda 
testifies to the importance and urgency of accounts that complicate the picture.

0 0 ©

F i n a l l y , s o m e  m e t h o d o l o g i c a l  notes are necessary to explain the sources and 
structure of this book. As is evident from its subtitle, the concept of “architectural 
culture” has been Central to it.22 Very simply, the concept of architectural culture starts 
from the premise that one should look at architecture not as an aııtonomous, self-ref- 
erential discipline interested in forms and form-making alone, but rather as a larger 
institutional, cultural, and social field vvith important political implications. The con­
cept of architectural culture implies a cultural historian’s approach to the buildings, 
projects, and architectural texts that collectively constitute a “discourse” about archi­
tecture, in the original sense of this helpful but now cliched term. The architectural 
culture of a particular place and time includes ali the institutional practices— archi­
tectural schools, publications, exhibitions, competitions, and professional associa- 
tions— that produce, reproduce, discredit, or lend credibility to discourses about 
architecture.

A cultural approach does not mean that architecture can be reduced to discours­
es about architecture or that buildings are unequivocal and transparent expressions of 
the ideas that are claimed to have informed them. M ost of the time the most prolific 
producers of the discourse (such as Aptullah Ziya, Behçet Sabri, and Bedrettin Hamdi 
in the Turkish scene in the 1930s) are not the most prolific or the most interesting 
designers of the period (such as Seyfettin Arkan or Şevki Balmumcu). In other cases 
the tvvo functions overlap in the personalities of individual architects (such as Zeki 
Sayar and Sedad Hakkı Eldem). Yet even then their published vvritings, theories, and 
programs fail short of fully explaining their built work or revealing the tacit agendas, 
unacknovvledged influences, and simply personal aesthetic choices involved in their 
designs. More spccifically, the doctrines of rationalism and funetionalism that are at 
the çenter of the offîcial discourse of modernism often prove to be no more than 
cliches that leave out the complex cultural, aesthetic, and personal considerations that 
go into the making of the best modernist vvork. The idea behind the study of archi­
tectural culture is not to explain the vvork through what vvas said and vvritten about it 
but to see the vvays in vvhich what vvas said, vvritten, and built collectively  confirm, 
interpret, contest, or negotiate the political and ideological agendas of the time.

As the foregoing tenets of the cultural approach suggest, the primary sources for



this study vvere contemporary publications and visual sources of the early republican 
period, as vvell as the surviving buildings and surviving people. 1 surveyed the most 
representative official, professional, and popular publications of the “long 1930s.” I 
took this quintessentially Kemalist “long decade” to span the period from the gradu- 
ation and professional organization of the first modernist Turkish architects in 1928 
to the architectural competition for Mustafa Kemal’s mausoleum in 1942, the sym- 
bolic closure of the early republican period. With the utopian modernist vision of the 
Kemalist revolution at its height at home and the establishment of the Modern 
Movement as the dominant aesthetic and ideological canon abroad, the 1930s consti- 
tute a particularly fascinating decade with a strong visual component, to vvhich con­
temporary photographs testify. The historical overlap betvveen modernism and 
techniqııes of reproduction, photography, and advertisement in Europe has been the 
topic of many recent studies.23 The Turkish scene in the 1930s affirms the importance 
of these new means in disseminating a visual culture of modernity mostly by the agen- 
cies and publications of the state. Thus contemporary photographs, postcards, and 
posters vvere also consulted, and in many cases they have been as important and in- 
formative as published textual material.

Although the architectural research for this book was focused on “the long 1930s,” 
the larger cııltural and political framevvork vvithin vvhich the research is meaningful 
spans the period from the Youııg Turk revolution of 1908 to the end of the RPP’s sin- 
gle-party regime in 1950. There are many good reasons why there is a clear definition 
and coherence to this larger period, not jııst in architectural history but in the history 
of modern Turkey in general.2'1 The overarching reason that concerııs the structııring 
of this book is the strong ideological grip of Turkish nationalism on ali aspects of pol- 
itics, life, and culture throughout this period. For this reason, four chapters focusing 
on modernism as an aesthetic canon of the Kemalist period proper are bracketed by 
an introduetory chapter lookiııg at vvhat came before modernism and a final chapter 
looking at vvhat follovved the rejeetion of the modernist canon. Taking issııe with the 
common tendeney to divide the architectural history of the early republic into stylis- 
tically defineci periods— that is, a succession of “national” and “international” 
styles2'— I regard the continuity o f  the nationalist fram eıvork  as the defining feature 
of early republican architectural culture, regardless of stylistic shifts.

The thematic ordering of the book follovvs a loosely chronological strueture, but 
each chapter stands on its ovvıı in exploring one component or theme in the architec­
tural culture of the early republic. The first chapter reviews the legacy of the Ottoman  
revivalist “national style” that preceded modernism in Turkish architecture. The cast- 
ing of this style as modernism’s academic, stylistic, and anachronistic “other” consti- 
tuted the first high-modernist gesture that depicted the past as “an impediment, a 
history that mııst be transcended” and the present as “the platform for launehing 
plans for a better fııture.”26 The rest of the book offers historical context and evidence 
for three important and recurrent terms that collectively summarize the aspirations of 
early republican architectural culture: “architecture of revolution” (inkilap mimarisi),



“new architecture” (yeni m im ari), and “national architecture” (milli mimari). The pri- 
mary question that preoccupied early republican architects vvas how to find an archi­
tecture that embodied ali three attributes at once.

Chapters 2 and 3 address the meaning and implications of the term inkilap  
m im arisi (architecture of revoiution)— a key term designating an idealized but large- 
ly formless quest of the early 1930s. Chapter 2 looks specifically at the official dis- 
course through vvhich modern architecture came to be the primary visual expression 
of the republican “revoiution,” as it vvas called, and shovvs hovv modern forms vvere 
mobilized to serve the ideological agenda of the regime. Chapter 3 focuses on the sig­
nificance of the industrial and technological icons of modernism in the revolutionary 
consciousness of the republic and in the specific discourses of progress and civiliza­
tion espoused by Kemalism. It highlights parallels vvith and divergences from the vvays 
in vvhich the modernist avant-garde in Europe exalted the same technological icons.

How the professioııal discourse of Turkish architects— their struggle for legiti- 
macy and state commissions and their particular readings of modernism to strength- 
en their professional claims— took shape around the term Yeni M im ari (“the Nevv 
Architecture”) is discussed in chapter 4. Chapter 5 then looks at images and ideas of 
the modern house, the most paradigmatic domain claimed by modernist architects 
everyvvhere in the 1930s, as well as the symbol of the republican desire to extend the 
“civilizing mission” of the Kemalist reforms into the private realm. Novvhere is the 
ambiguity of modernism more evident than in the architecture of the house (m esken  
m im arisi, as Turkish architects called it). On one hand, it vvas a theme that symbol- 
ized the democratic potential of the Nevv Architecture, vvhereby architects could claim 
service to “the people” rather than to vvealthy patrons, states, and institutions. On the 
other hand, the perception of the house as a means for reforming lifestyles epitomized 
the penetration of the state, through experts, architects, and planners, to the tradi- 
tionally resistant domain of privacy, family life, and domestic order.

By the late 1930s, nationalist attacks on modernism had already intensifîed in 
Turkey, portraying its abstract, geometric forms as the mark of an alienated, individ- 
ualistic, and cosmopolitan society. Chapter 6 focuses on the intensification of the milli 
m im ari (national architecture) debates in the late 1930s, discussing hovv vernacular 
building traditions— especially the timber “Turkish houses”— vvere appropriated by 
modernist architects in an effort to “nationalize the modern.” It also looks at hovv, 
after the death of Mustafa Kemal Atatürk in 1938, the more “futuristic” revolution­
ary spirit declined, giving vvay to the influences of contemporary German and Italian 
nationalist trends in architecture and to the inspiration of Central Asian and pre- 
Islamic Turkish monuments. The resulting departure from the modernist aesthetic of 
the early 1930s tovvard a more classicized and monumental modern architecture rep- 
resentative of state povver and nationalist historiography is covered in this last chap­
ter, bringing this heroic era of modern Turkish history to a close.

One of the majör difficulties of vvriting a book of this nature and scope has been 
the question of the multiple readerships that I vvished to engage vvith it. First and most



obviously, I expect this book to be of interest to my owıı disciplinary constituency—  
namely, historians of modern architecture. Second, I expect it also to appeal to area 
specialists— to those in Tıırkish and Middle East studies in this case. Third, I hope 
that an even larger interdisciplinary and nonspecialist audience concerned with ques- 
tions of modernity and national identity in general will find it interesting and inform- 
ative. It was frustrating at times to write with ali of these constituencies in mind. 
(Does one explain who Le Corbusier was for nonspecialist readers outside the field of 
architecture? Does one give basic historical information such as the date of the 
proclamation of the Turkish republic for readers unfamiliar with the history of 
Turkey and the Middle East?). But what ultimately transcended the fear of compro- 
mise on each side was the conviction that something rich and original can come out 
of a cultural history of this sort— insights that can be gained only by Crossing the 
boundaries betvveen architectural history and area studies everyvvhere.



1
First Moderns

THE LEGACY OF OTTOMAN REVİVALİSM

Since young poets started to compose in the modern meter and since some 
novelty fans started to conduct Turkish saz music vvith a baton, a notorious 
m edrese architecture, vvhich we do not know what to cali, has proliferated 
among our architects. Domes reminiscent of the turban taken off the head 
of the religious fanatic have started to mushroom under the Turkish sky. 
Hotel, bank, school, ferry landing, ali are novv a caricature of a mosque, 
missing a minaret on the outside and a m inber inside. . . . This kind of 
return to the past is a degeneration, a reactionary architecture [mürteci 

m im ari].

— Ahmet Haşini, Curabahane-i Laklakan, 19281

C o m p l e t e d  i n  1 9 0 9 ,  the Central Post Office in Sirkeci on the tip of 
Istanbul’s historical peninsula is an impressive monumental building designed by the 
Turkish architect Vedat Bey (fig. 1.1). It incorporates a number of stylistic references 
to classical Ottoman architecture (pointed arches, ornate tile work on the spandrels 
above the arches, domes över the corner tovvers) in an othervvise conspicuoıısly 
European building. The use of the tali Corinthian order on the upper floors of the 
main façade and the symmetry and axiality of the plan follow a distinctly Ecole des 
Beaux-Arts parti testifying to the European training and cultural references of its 
architect, like those of many other educated Ottoman elites of the time. The build- 
ing’s most spectacular feature is a reinforced concrete and iron truss structural system 
that allovvs a large span över a spacious Central hail lit by a glass roof. This Central 
space evokes a feeling not unlike that of comparable European buildings of the time, 
such as Otto Wagner’s Postal Savings Bank in Vienna (1906), one of the canonic build­
ings of early modern architecture, completed only three years before the Sirkeci post
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Fig. 1 .1 . The first majör National 
Architecture Renaissance building 
in İstanbul— the Central Post Office, 
Sirkeci (1909), by Vedat Bey.
Top: Front elevation shovving the 
symmetrical, axial arrangement and 
the use of pointed arches, corner 
domes, and the tali Corinthian order 
on the upper floors. Bottom : Interior 
view of the main hail showing the 
reinforced concrete structure and the 
glass roof of the skylit hail.



office. Like Wagner’s bank, Vedat Bey’s post office was a modern urban structure in a 
busy, imperial, cosmopolitan, and rapidly changing city.

The design and construction of the Central Post Office coincided vvith a majör 
event in the history of modern Turkey: the Constitutional Revolution of 1908, vvhich 
brought the European-educated “Young Turks” to power during the final years of the 
Ottoman Empire. On 23 July 1908, the constitution and the parliament, suspended 
some thirty years earlier by Sultan Abdulhamid II (1876-1909), vvere restored. After 
the brief euphoria of 1908, hovvever, the revolution’s dreams of liberal reform turned 
into authoritarian politics, and power vvas Consolidated in the hands of the 
Committee of Union and Progress (CUP), the military and political organization of 
the Young Turk movement. Leaders of the CUP deposed Sultan Abdulhamid II in 
1909, suppressed their conservative and liberal opponents in the next few years, 
and ruled the country until the First World War, vvhile Sultan Mehmet Reşat V 
(1909-1918) remained on the throne as a figurehead. At the same time, they initiated 
important urban modernization, sanitation, and transportation projects in the hope 
of reviving the empire and breathing life into the “sick man of Europe.” As Bernard 
Levvis, the prominent historian of modern Turkey, remarked, “Young Turks may have 
failed to give Turkey constitutional government; hovvever, they gave İstanbul its 
drains.” 2 They also gave a nevv face to public buildings, as exemplified in the archi­
tecture of the Sirkeci post office. Betvveen 1908 and 1918 a nevv architectural style 
emerged in Turkey, symbolizing many of the ideological aspirations and cultural com- 
plexities of the late empire.

Retrospectively labeled by historians of architecture the “First National Style,”5 
but knovvn to its contemporaries as the “National Architecture Renaissance,” this 
rather eclectic Ottoman revivalism dominated architectural discourse and practice in 
Turkey from about the turn of the century vvell into the 1930s. The basic idea vvas to 
combine decorative elements derived from classical Ottoman architecture (especially 
semispherical Ottoman domes, vvide roof overhangs vvith supporting brackets, point- 
ed arches, and ornate tile decoration) vvith beaux-arts design principles (symmetry 
and axiality, in particular) and nevv construction techniques (reinforced concrete, iron, 
and Steel). Like classical and Gothic revivals in nineteenth-century Europe and the 
United States, it vvas used extensively for banks, offices, cinemas, and other public 
buildings in the imperial Capital. In a manner also reminiscent of the use of stylistic 
revivals in industrial and utilitarian buildings in the West, it vvas adopted for smaller 
utilitarian structures of modern life such as the ferry stations built in İstanbul betvveen 
1913 and 1917 (fig. 1.2).4 After the nationalist War of Independence and the procla- 
mation of Ankara as the nevv Capital of the republic in 1923, majör public buildings 
continued to be built in this style in Ankara and other Anatolian cities.

In spite of the visible mark that the National Architecture Renaissance left in 
many Turkish cities, it has been largely neglected in architectural historiography and 
design education until quite recently.5 Historians of Ottoman and Islamic architecture 
have typically focused on the sixteenth-century classical period epitomized by Sinan’s



Fig. 1 .2 . The National Architecture Renaissance as the "corporate style" of Şirket-i Hayriye, the 
Ottoman passenger ferry company in İstanbul. Three examples of the many ferry stations built 
betvveen 1913 and 1917: Top: Beşiktaş, by Ali Talat Bey, 1913; middle: Haydarpaşa, by Vedat Bey, 
1915; bottom : Büyükada, by Mihran Azaryan, 1915.



work. For many of them, the turn-of-the-century Ottoman revivalism vvas too styl- 
ized, too Westernized, and too modernized to be discussed vvithin the Ottoman tradi- 
tion— it vvas too much a departure from the tradition’s “purity” and “authenticity.” 
On the other hand, historians of modern Turkish architecture, especially those vvith 
professional training as architects, have tended to approach Ottoman revivalism vvith 
the biases of a doctrinaire modernism that took shape in the 1930s. From this per- 
spective, modern architecture vvas identified vvith the formal canons of the Modern 
Movement, and Ottoman revivalism vvas seen as modern architecture’s academic, sty- 
listic, and anachronistic “other” that had to be left behind in order to capture the zeit­
geist of the modern age. The idea of “dressing up” modern building types, modern 
materials, and modern construction technicjues in ornate historical “envelopes”— the 
basic idea behind nineteenth-century revivalism everyvvhere— vvas criticized as 
“untruthful” and “deceptive” from the vantage point of a modernist ethic. The stylis- 
tic unity of ali Ottoman revivalist buildings, “from hotels and banks to schools and 
ferry landings,” as the prominent author Ahmet Haşim observed in 1928, vvas seen as 
a violation of the functionalist and rationalist principles of modernism, vvhich man- 
dated a programmatic differentiation of exterior form.

From a less stylistic and more historical perspective, one can talk about the 
National Architecture Renaissance as the first “modern” discourse in Turkish archi­
tectural culture.6 It vvas the first systematic engagement of Turkish architects vvith nevv 
building types, construction techniques, and design principles. Above ali, it vvas the 
first large-scale mobilization of architecture for identity construction and nation 
building. Or one can talk about the National Architecture Renaissance as the last 
breath of Ottoman-islamic architecture before its final edipse in the republican peri­
od— a last reference to the architectural heritage of the empire even in that dramati- 
cally transformed, Westernized, and stylized form. Both are accurate descriptions of 
Ottoman revivalist architecture at the turıı of the tvventieth century. By the same 
token, the architects vvho designed and built in that style vvere at once the last 
Ottoman and the first republican architects, their careers coinciding vvith important 
institutional transformations tovvard the making of a modern architectural profession 
in Turkey. Most important of ali, it vvas this ambiguity of cultural signification— the 
ambiguity of a style that could accommodate modern functions yet refer back to a 
glorious Ottoman-islamic past— that lent itself to different readings and interpreta- 
tions that have shifted över time.

To begin vvith, turn-of-the-century Ottoman intellectuals, artists, and architects 
vvere concerned primarily vvith preserving the Ottoman state, vvhich they identified 
vvith the sultan and the empire. For most of them, an Ottoman revivalist architectur­
al style symbolized, before everything else, the patrimony of the Ottoman state: it vvas 
a “patriotic” architecture for an ethnically and religiously heterogeneous O ttom an  
“nation.” This interpretation vvas short-lived, hovvever. As many historians have 
pointed out, the last vestiges of this Ottomanism vvere shattered during the cata- 
strophic losses of the Balkan Wars and especially the First World War, vvhen Turkish



nationalism emerged from the trenches of Gallipoli as the victorious ideology to carry 
Turkey into the republican period. For the Turkish nationalists of the CUP and their 
follovvers in the early republic, the National Architecture Renaissance vvas primarily a 
Turkish national style. its Ottoman forms and motifs vvere recharged vvith “Turkish” 
rather than Islamic or imperial cultural meanings. It vvas this “Turkification” of 
Ottoman architecture in the final years of the Ottoman Empire that sanctioned its 
continued use during the first decade of the Kemalist republic, a time vvhen everything 
else Ottoman vvas radically rejected. Furthermore, the republican leaders, in search of 
legitimacy at a time of competing ideologies, tacitly (and strategically) accepted that 
this style’s implicit references to İslam and to the sultan vvould appeal to a traditional 
population stili loyal to those symbols.

By 1931, hovvever, once the single-party regime of the Republican People’s Party 
(RPP) vvas Consolidated and the secular, Western-oriented cultural politics of the 
republic firmly established, Ottoman revivalism vvas rapidly abandoned in favor of an 
imported “Nevv Architecture” (Yeni M im ari), as the Modern Movement came to be 
called in Turkey. This vvas the beginning of an ideologically charged binary vvay of 
thinking, based on contrasts betvveen the old and the nevv, the traditional and the con­
temporary, the reactionary and the progressive— in terms of vvhich the entire archi­
tectural discourse of the 1930s vvas construed and legitimated. Ahmet Haşim’s vievvs 
on the National Architecture Renaissance are representative of official republican seıı- 
timents tovvard this style in the heyday of Tıırkey’s radical transformation along 
Western lines under the auspices of Kemalism. “This reactionary architecture [m ürte­
ci m im ari],” Haşim vvrote in 1928, “dressed in a robe and a turban, this imitation of a 
tomb or a m edrese [madrasah, or school for Islamic religious instruction], does not de- 
serve to be called an ‘architectural renaissance.’ What they cali a ‘nevvborn’ is in fact a 
very old man.”7 What is especially significant in this characterization is the association 
of Ottoman revivalism vvith reactionary forces {irtica), signifying a resistance to pro­
gress.8 It captures how, in that dramatic period of transition, architecture vvas vievved 
through the perspective of an ideology that presented itself as a unique, progressive, 
and radical break vvith the nation’s own imperial, “anachronistic,” and “backvvard” past.

In the light of these shifting interpretations, one concludes that Ottoman revival­
ism, the prevailing architectural idiom betvveen 1908 and 1931, vvas far from being a 
clearly delineated style vvith a fixed ideological meaning. Rather, it vvas the architec­
tural expression of a process through vvhich the cultural significance of Ottoman  
forms vvas negotiated and transformed över a few decades. The rest of this chapter 
traces the legacy of the Ottoman revivalist National Architecture Renaissance 
through the three phases just outlined: its origins in Ottoman patriotism, its appro- 
priation by Turkish nationalism. and finally its reiection bv the Kemalist revolution. 
It also highlights the corresponding institutional, educational, and professional trans- 
formations in art and architecture before the radical svvitch to European modern­
ism in the 1930s. The premise is that for a critical understanding of the architectural 
culture of the early republic, it is necessary to begin vvith Ottoman revivalism— vvhidı



vvas in fact a constitutive aspect of the modernist architectural culture of the 1930s, 
albeit in the form of its stylistic and ideological “other.”

Patriotism and Ottoman Revival

O n e  c a n  t a l k  about Ottoman revivalism as a “modern” discourse in 
a historical sense if one makes a basic distinction betvveen “modernism” as a particu- 
lar artistic and architectural trend of the early tvventieth century and the broader term 
“modernity.” The latter involves, araong other things, a clear self-consciousness, on 
the part of nations as vvell as individuals, of history and change and of one’s own 
position vvith respect to change— a claiming of one’s subjectivity and a recognition of 
one’s need for self-representation and self-transformation. In this latter sense, the 
term “modern” does not have a narrovvly fixed historical reference, nor is it the exclu- 
sive monopoly of European history: there can be different “moderns” in different 
places and times. Although Western Europe has been the historical source and geo- 
graphical locus of this modern self-consciousness, the rest of the vvorld vvas intimate- 
ly connected to it, either as colonial extensions of Europe or as old empires caught in 
Europe’s expanding sphere of economic and cultural influence. For these societies, 
modernity vvas, by definition, a process of catching up vvith a historical phenomenon 
the parameters of vvhich were delineated elsevvhere.

The National Architecture Renaissance and the idea of Ottoman revival on vvhicht
it vvas predicated represent the first self-conscious and systematic attempt to codify 
Ottoman architecture as a rational aesthetic discipline. It vvas a contrived response to 
the new and unprecedented programmatic requirements of modern life, as distinct 
from a predominantly craft-based building practice limited to traditional building 
types such as the mosque, the tomb, the m edrese, and the ham am  (public bath). 
Although its stylistic vocabulary vvas derived from the traditional types, it was pre- 
cisely the progressive disappearance or transformation of the “life-worlds” represent- 
ed by these types under the impact of modernization that made the idea of an 
architectural “renaissance” based on Ottoman precedents conceivable in the first 
place. “Where old vvays are alive, traditions need be neither revived nor invented,” 
observed the historian Eric Hobsbawm.9 As such, the National Architecture Renais­
sance can indeed be seen as an “invented tradition” in the way Hobsbavvm formu- 
lated it, arising from the desire to construct an identity that is “unchanging and 
invariant” in a rapidly changing modern vvorld. It is the historical self-consciousness 
implied in the very idea of “revival” that makes the National Architecture Renaissance 
a “modern” discourse.

Above ali else, the idea of Ottoman revival entails an aspiration to claim a place 
for Ottoman architecture among the “modern styles” or revivalisms of the nineteenth 
century. This vvas, in effect, a repııdiation of the classification of Ottoman architec­
ture as a “non-historical style,” vvhich vvas the norm in classic architectural texts of



the nineteenth century, informed as they vvere by orientalist and Eurocentric visions.10 
As vve know today, after at least twenty years of critical theorizing on orientalism and 
the politics of representation, the very constitution of the discipline of architecture in 
the West vvas based on this nineteenth-centııry distinction betvveen the “Western tra- 
dition” in architecture and its non-Western “others.” The Western tradition vvas 
thought to represent a dynamic historical evolution from classical antiquity to mod­
ern revivalism, vvhereas non-Western traditions vvere regarded as frozen in their gold­
en or classic ages, incapable of modern transformations. In that context, the National 
Architecture Renaissance vvas not only the first self-consciously “modern” discourse 
in Turkey but also, by the same token, the first “anti-orientalist” one, claiming its his- 
toricity and refusing to be a “nonhistorical style,” as Sir Bannister Fletcher classified 
Ottoman architecture in 1896.11

The historical roots of this anti-orientalist and modern self-consciousness go 
back to the Young Ottoman movement in the second half of the nineteenth century. 
Young Ottomans, mostly intellectuals, bureaucrats, and journalists educated in Europe, 
vvere the first to begin thinking about the empire as a political community or an 
“Ottoman nation.” It should be immediately added that many scholars characterize 
the Young Ottoman movement as a “proto-nationalist” movement in vvhich İslam and 
the patrimony of the Ottoman sultan, rather than ethnicity and language, stili con- 
stituted the primary elements of social cohesion and solidarity.12 Nevertheless, many 
of the elements that Benedict Anderson, in his classic vvork on nationalism, has iden- 
tified as playing a majör role in “imagining a nation”— maps, the census, the first ııov- 
els, and especially the first nevvspapers— had in fact emerged in the Ottoman Empire 
in the 1860s.13 It is no coincidence that the stylistic vocabıılary of the National 
Architecture Renaissance goes back to the seminal text Usul-i M imari-yi Osmani 
(Principles of Ottoman Architecture), prodııced in 1873, in the heyday of the Young 
Ottoman movement. This volüme compellingly reflects the desire of educated O tto­
man elites to redress the balance of excess Westernization in the preceding Tanzimat 
period and to install a nevv sense of patriotism that included pride in the artistic and 
architectural heritage of the empire.14

Commissioned to İbrahim Edhem Pasha, the minister of public vvorks during the 
reign of Sultan Abdulaziz (1861-1876), Usul-i M im ari vvas prepared for the empire’s 
participation in the Vienna International Exposition of 1873 and vvas published in three 
languages (Ottoman, French, and G erm an).1’ Founded upon “the realization that the 
progress [of Ottomans] in the exalted realm of Fine Arts is possible only by recourse 
to the resplendent vvorks of their past,” this massive volüme vvas the result of a sys- 
tematic stııdy and documentation of classical Ottoman buildings, monuments, and 
decorative details. The idea vvas to abstract from them the underlying system of archi­
tectural orders, compositional principles, and geometric rules that the authors of the 
text claimed to possess universal validity and practical applicability for different pro- 
grams and sites. The universalistic aspirations of the text are of particular importance: 
the principles of Ottoman architecture vvere offered to the rest of the vvorld as alter-



natives to and of no less importance than the principles behind neoclassic or neo- 
Gothic styles.

The theoretical models, analytical methods, and representational techniques 
informing the 1873 text were unmistakably European, particularly French, reflecting 
the educational background of the Ottoman artists and intellectuals involved in its 
produetion. In the manner of Viollet-le-Duc (1814—1879), who looked for rational 
principles underlying historical precedents,16 the authors of JJsul-i M im ari studied 
Ottoman precedents as the possible sources of a contemporary Ottoman architecture, 
“modern” and infused vvith “national character” at the same time. In the manner of 
Claude Perrault (1613—1688), who codified the “correct” orders of classical architec­
ture to demonstrate the superiority of the “moderns” över the “ancients,”17 they cod­
ified the three Ottoman orders: the conic, the diamond, and the crystalline, roughly 
corresponding to the Doric, the Ionic, and the Corinthian, respeetively. The extensive 
use of these Ottoman orders in National Architecture Renaissance buildings of the 
1920s demonstrates that they constituted a solid vocabulary upon vvhich a “national 
style” could rely half a century later (fig. 1.3). Finally, in the manner of Ovven Jones 
(1806-1889),18 they classifîed Ottoman decorative patterns, abstraeting them out of 
tiles, woodwork, mother-of-pearl inlay details, and so forth, and making them avail- 
able for use in the ornamental programs of Ottoman revivalist buildings.

This re-presentation of Ottoman forms and details in the format of European 
architectural discourse is symptomatic of vvhat is, in essence, the profound ambiguity 
of nationalist consciousness in non-Western contexts. At the same time the authors of 
Usul-i M im ari sought to restore the dignity of Ottoman architectural heritage and 
claimed its theoretical equality to European styles, they simultaneously confirmed the 
superiority of the European constructs of knovvledge from vvhich they borrovved their 
analytical framevvorks, methods, and techniques. They vvere “anti-orientalist” to the 
extent that as Ottoman intellectuals and architects they claimed a historical subjec- 
tivity— that is, an aetive role in the making of a modern Ottoman architecture vvhich, 
they implied, vvas not outside the progressive historical evolution of architecture. At 
the same time, as rationalist, self-knowing, post-Enlightenment subjects in the Euro­
pean sense, they adopted the same objectifying constructs of knovvledge— the same 
systematic study, classification, and ordering of knovvledge— that European oriental- 
ists had applied to non-Western “others.”

As many seholars have pointed out in discussing this phenomenon, nationalist 
thinking outside the industrialized West vvas an inherently contradictory project. “It 
reasoned vvithin a framevvork of knovvledge vvhose representational strueture corre- 
sponded to the very strueture of povver that nationalist thought sought to repudi- 
ate.”19 As we will see in chapter 3, this profound dilemma vvould reach its crest under 
the Westernizing impetus of the 1930s, to be captured by the Kemalist slogan “being 
Western in spite of the W est.” As profound as the contradictions of nationalist mod­
ernization might be in the non-Western vvorld, hovvever, the adoption of Western con­
structs of knovvledge need not alvvays and necessarily mean a total submission to
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Fig. 1 .3 . Top: The "crysta11ine order" (tarz-i mimari-yi m ücevheri) from the book Usul-i Mimari-yi 

Osmani, 1873. Bottom left: Use of the crystalline order in the entrance portico of the Ethnography 
Museum, Ankara (1925-1928), by Arif Hikmet Koyunoğlu. Bottom right: Detail of the column Capital.



Western povvers. Nor does the vvholesale repudiation of these constructs need be the 
only conceivable form of resistance. After ali, povver is not only about oppression, 
even if this vvas the dominant feature of the colonialism and imperialism through 
vvhich non-Western others encountered Western povver. Povver is also about “empovv- 
erment”— the possibility of people’s becoming active participating subjects rather 
than passive objects of history.-’" A text like Usul-i M im ari suggests hovv the appropri- 
ation of European architectural theories by non-European “others” and the repro- 
cessing of those theories tovvard self-representation could actually mark a critical 

moment.
Nothing illustrates this critical moment more explicitly than the paintings of 

Osman Hamdi Bey (1841-1910), a prominent Ottoman artist, intellectual, and public 
figüre, founder of the İstanbul Archaeology Museum (1881) and the Academy of Fine 
Arts (1882), vvhere the first architectural school vvas located. Closely connected to the 
authors of Usul-i M im ari and himself a French-educated member of the Young 
Ottoman generation, Osman Hamdi Bey vvas shaped in both life and career by the 
same modern and anti-orientalist self-consciousness that informed the 1873 text.21 In 
many of his paintings, Osman Hamdi Bey employed the European orientalist genre of 
painting that he learned in the atelier of Jean Leon Gerome in Paris, reversing, hovv- 
ever, the stereotypical image of the orient represented by the exotic (and erotic) scenes 
of the harem, the bazaar, and the ham am . These paintings of the 1890s and 1900s 
depict a different, rational and dynamic orient vvhere people, including vvomen, staııd 
upright, read, debate, stroll in the streets, and engage in productive activities— that is, 
they depict a progressive Müslim society engaged in the pursuit of knovvledge, S c i ­

ence, and progress (fig. 1.4).
Not surprisingly, in the context of recent critical debates concerning the Western 

canon in art, Osman Hamdi Bey’s paintings have dravvn the attentioıı of many schol- 
ars in the West. Some commentators use them to salvage the term “orientalism” from 
the negative connotations that have been attached to it since Edvvard Said’s vvork first 
appeared.22 The more critical and sophisticated analyses, hovvever, observe the poten- 
tial in these paintings for exposing the biases of the Western orientalist canon and 
hence for complicating and expanding it, more in the vvay Said himself intended.23 In 
spite of their conspicuously oriental surroundings, the characters in Osman Hamdi 
Bey’s paintings resist being categorized as essential, unchanging, stereotypical “oth­
ers.” They are characters vvith personalities and temporality, depicted in scenes of 
learning, daily life, and domestic bliss. They maintain their “difference” from 
European identities, but no longer as “inferior others”: difference is rendered neutral 
rather than hierarchical.24

There are interesting chronological and ideological parallels betvveen Osman 
Hamdi Bey’s “corrective enterprise” and the emergence of the National Architecture 
Renaissance around the turn of the century. Like Osman Hamdi Bey, the proponents 
and leading designers of the National Architecture Renaissance vvere educated in 
Europe but vvere at the same time deeply committed to the vvelfare of the Ottoman



state and its artistic and architectural heritage. For 
them, Ottoman architecture vvas not something frozen 
in the mosques and m edreses  of the classical age, inca- 
pable of adaptiııg to the modern vvorld. Nor vvas it 
something “exotic” and trivial like the orientalist and 
pseudo-islamic styles popular in Europe throughout the 
nineteenth centııry. Ottoman architecture vvas a rich tra- 
dition (already documented in Usul-i M imari-yi Osmani 
in 1873) that contained the necessary stylistic vocabulary for the creation of a “mod­
ern” and “national” architecture for the late empire. This, they argued, vvould be an 
architecture capable of reflecting not only the contemporary needs and technological 
developments of the turn of the century but also the pride and patriotism of the 
Ottoman nation. It vvould be a rebirth— a National Architecture Renaissance.

There vvas much in the nineteenth-century architectural scene at large to justify 
these sentiments of patriotism and the desire for an Ottoman renaissance. First, some 
of the orientalized and pseudo-islamic styles that had been feeding the European 
imagination in the public spectacle of the great expositions had also made their vvay 
to İstanbul throughout the century.25 For example, the onion domes of the Taksim 
Army Barracks gatehouse by Kirkor Balyan (c. 1850) and the large horseshoe arch of 
the Ministry of Defense gatehouse by the French architect Marie-Auguste Antoine 
Bourgeois (1867) vvere orientalized designs that defied historical appropriateness in 
favor of an exotic effect. The Young Ottomans must have especially resented that in 
these examples, stylistic references to the more exotic Alhambra and Taj Mahal had 
been selected över references to local Ottoman precedents. M ore pervasive, hovvever,

Fig. 1 .4 . "Gir! Read- 
ing" (Rahle Ö nünde Kız), 

by Osman Hamdi Bey 
(1880)— an "orientalist" 
painting defying oriental­
ist stereotypes.



vvas the profusion of European styles and influences (neoclassic, baroque, and French 
Empire styles in particular) that had dominated Ottoman architecture, especially after 
the beginning of the Tanzimat period (1839). When Young Ottoman thought vvas fer- 
menting during the reigns of Sultan Abdulaziz (1861-1876) and Sultan Abdulhamid II 
(1876-1909), the architectural scene in İstanbul vvas indeed a cosmopolitan mix of 
eclectic and revivalist styles, from neoclassic to art nouveau, mostly the vvork of 
European, Levantine, and non-Muslim Ottom an architects.2h In principle, the 
National Architecture Renaissance vvas the patriotic reaction of Ottoman architects 
to this cosmopolitan mix of styles. At the same time, it vvas itself informed by the 
same eclectic and cosmopolitan architectural cıılture of the late nineteenth century 
that vvas institutionally reproduced through the training of the architects. The other 
dimension of the “modernity” of Ottoman revival (the fîrst one being the rise of a 
patriotic, protonationalist consciousness) had to do vvith the institutional and educa- 
tional setting vvithin vvhich this style emerged.

The radical modernization of Ottoman architectural and engineering education 
along European lines dates to the fîrst half of the nineteenth century, vvheıı the Office 
of Royal Architects (Hassa M imarları), the traditional training ground of Ottoman  
architects in the classical period, vvas dissolved.2- In 1883, throııgh the iııitiative of 
Osman Hamdi Bey, the Academy of Fine Arts (Sanayi-i Nefise Mekteb-i Âlisi) vvas 
established as a royal school vvith four main sections: architecture, painting, sculpture, 
and calligraphy. A year later, the Civil Service School of Engineering (Hendese-i 
Mülkiye Mektebi) vvas established and offered courses in architecture. Until after the 
turn of the century, architectural education in these schools vvas conducted by Euro­
pean or Levantine architects, among vvhom Alexandre Vallaury and August Jasmund 
vvere the tvvo prominent names. Both had designed majör buildings in İstanbul, includ- 
ing Vallaury’s Public Debt Administration Building (1897) and Jasmund’s Sirkeci 
Railroad Station (1880-1890)— both of them stylistically orientalized designs vvith an 
eclectic mix of O ttom an and Islamic references. The National Architecture 
Renaissance entailed an implicit critique of the vvork and instruction of these teach- 
ers by younger designers, among vvhom tvvo Turkish-Muslim architects assumed lead- 
ership as both practitioners and educators: Vedat Bey and Kemalettin Bey.

Vedat Bey (1873-1942) vvas a vvell-connected, Ecole des Beaux Arts—trained archi­
tect vvho, ııpon his return from Paris in 1898, vvorked for the Municipality (Şehre­
maneti) as vvell as the Ministries of Postal Services and War. He occııpied the post 
of royal chief architect during the reign of Sultan Mehmet Reşat (1909-1918) and 
designed majör public buildings of the Young Turk era in İstanbul before moving on 
to vvork in Ankara during the fîrst years of the republic. In addition to his seminal role 
as a teacher in the architectural section of the academy, he offered job training to his 
students and apprentices in the construction of his own buildings. For example, 
M imar Muzaffer (1881—1920), chief architect of the city of Konya and designer of 
important buildings in the Ottoman revivalist style during the 1920s, vvas initially an 
apprentice to Vedat Bey during the construction of the Sirkeci Central Post Office.28



Kemalettin Bey (1870-1927) vvas a graduate of the Civil Service School of 
Engineering, vvhere he later held a teaching position. He stııdied at the Charlottenburg 
Technische Hochschule in Berlin at a time vvhen Germany and the Ottoman Empire 
vvere dravving increasingly closer on economic and political issues. Kemalettin Bey’s 
extensive knovvledge of Ottoman precedents vvas derived from his restoration vvork as 
chief architect for the Ministry of Endowment’s Scientific Commission for Repairs 
and Construction (Evkaf Nezareti inşaat ve Tamirat Heyet-i Feııniyesi).29 Under his 
leadership, this office became an important educational institution, training archi­
tects, engineers, and craftsmen vvho then disseminated the National Architecture 
Renaissance to remote corners of the country. His small mosques in İstanbul, such as 
the Bebek Mosque (1913), bear testimony to his mastery of and passion for Ottoman 
architecture, the revival of vvhich, he believed, vvould restore the lost glory of the 
empire. A passionately religious and conservative man, as Yıldırım Yavuz character- 
izes him, Kemalettin Bey was deeply distıırbed by the decline and immanent disinte- 
gration of the Ottoman Empire.’"

That Vallaury and Jasmund initially taught and mentored Vedat Bey and 
Kemalettin Bey, respectively, underscores the contiınıity of an academic method and 
eclectic pedagogy that emphasized the blending of local traditions with contemporary 
techniques. The prevailing architectural cıırriculıım that constituted the pedagogical 
premises of the National Architecture Renaissance vvas modeled after that of the

Fig.1.5. Student vvork showing the 
classical training of Turkish architects 
at the Academy of Fine Arts. Left: An 
elevation dravving by Arif Hikmet 
Koyunoğlu. O verleaf: VVatercolor 
renderings of the classical orders by 
Sedad Hakkı Eldem, done vvhen he 
vvas a second-year student in Giulio 
Mongeri's studio.





French Ecole des Beaııx Arts system. Classical composi­
tion, dravving, and rendering constituted the core of the 
curriculum; façade composition took precedence över 
the plan, and axiality and symmetry dominated the 
designs. After an emphasis on art education in the first 
year, the second year vvas devoted to the study of classi­
cal Greek and Roman styles, vvith a specific focus on 
monochrome studies of light and shadovv. İn the third 
year, neoclassic and neo-Renaissance projects, almost 
exclusively for large institutional buildings, vvere as-
signed to be rendered in vvatercolor (fig. 1.5). The final year recjuırements vvere meas- 
ured survey dravvings of classical Ottoman buildings and a final project to be designed 
according to the precepts of the National Architecture Renaissance. Architectural 
courses in the Civil Service School of Engineering follovved a similarly academic pro­
gram based on the study of classical orders and their artistic rendering (fig. 1.6).

The laıınching of the National Architecture Renaissance as the offîcial style of the 
Young Turk era became possible in the aftermath of the Constitutional Revolution of 
1908, when important nevv initiatives and staff changes vvere undertaken at the 
Academy of Fine Arts. A conspicuous change vvas the emergence of Turkish-Muslim 
artists and architects on a cultural scene traditionally dominated by Europeans, 
Levaııtines, Armenians, and Greeks. In the architectural studios, Vedat Bey succeeded 
Alexandre Vallaury as head of the section. A Milan-trained Italian architect, Giulio 
Mongeri (1873-1953), vvho vvas the third majör name of the National Architecture 
Renaissance in Turkey, vvorked vvith him as the other inflııential teacher in the archi-

Fig. 1 .6 . Classical train­
ing of students in the 
Civil Service School of 
Engineering. A light-and- 
shade-rendered student 
dravving in the Ecole des 
Beaux-Arts tradition, late 
1920s.



tectural studios.31 In the Civil Service School of Engineering, where Jasmund had 
taught, Kemalettin Bey took över the architectural courses offered to engineering stu­
dents. In the painting studios of the academy as well, European and Levantine teach- 
ers vvere replaced by younger Turkish-Muslim artists educated in Europe. The 
academic art instruction of Salvatore Valeri and Warnia Zarzecki vvas taken över by 
members of the so-called 1914 generation— a group of Turkish painters vvho studied 
in Paris and upon their return in 1914 introduced impressionism into Turkey.’2

Also in 1914, in order to accommodate female art students, a sister school to the 
Academy of Fine Arts vvas established (Inas Sanayi-i Nefise Mektebi) under the direc- 
torship of Mihri Müşfik Hanım (1886-1954). She vvas a talented artist and a colorful 
personality, “herself a living testimony to the mixture of the ‘alafranga’ (Western) and 
‘alaturka’ (Turkish) ways, sometimes veiled, sometimes elegantly dressed in high heels 
and stravv hats adorned vvith flovvers.”33 Although architecture remained an exclusive- 
ly male profession until the 1930s, vvomen started making their appearance in other 
arts, literatüre, and some professions, and a Turkish vvomen’s movement vvas initiat- 
ed in the atmosphere of freedom that came vvith 1908. Further illustrating the 
“modernity” of this period at the academy, the practice of vvorking vvith nüde models 
in the painting and sculpture studios vvas established in 1917— an unprecedented step 
in a traditional and predominantly Müslim society.

The first attempts tovvard modern professionalism in art and architecture vvere 
also made in the aftermath of the Constitutional Revoiution, vvhich encouraged the 
establishment of independent assoçiations and professional societies.34 The Society of 
Ottoman Painters (Osmanlı Ressamlar Cemiyeti) vvas established in 1909, and more 
systematic annual art exhibitions vvere organized in the Galatasaray Lycee after that 
date.35 Again in 1909, the Society of Ottoman Engineers and Architects (Osmanlı 
Mühendis ve Mimar Cemiyeti) vvas established, to remain active until 1922. It pub­
lished a journal and propagated the ideals of scientific and technological progress. In 
general, hovvever, professional boundaries betvveen painters, architects, and engineers 
vvere blurred in those years, and the establishment of a separate professional organi­
zation exclusively for architects had to vvait until the arrival of European modernism  
in the late 1920s.’6 In her comprehensive analysis of the professionalization of Turkish 
architects, Gülsüm Baydar Nalbantoğlu points out the difference betvveen the Society 
of Ottoman Engineers and Architects and Western professional assoçiations, vvhich 
vvere interested primarily in setting professional standards and monopolizing the con­
struction market. Unlike their Western counterparts, she argues, members 
of the Ottoman society savv their alliance predominantly in idealistic terms. “Their 
technologism vvas consistent vvith the political ideology of the modernist constitu­
tional government, and the product of a political consciousness more than a profes­
sional one.”37

There is no doubt that the numbers and prominence of Turkish-Muslim artists 
and architects increased dramatically in the Young Turk era and even more dramati- 
cally after the War of Iııdependence. Celal Esat Arseven (1875—1971), a leading art his-



torian and public figüre of the early republic, related that, defying his family’s de- 
sire to see him a military officer, he attended painting classes at the academy in 1890 
as one of only three Turks among many Greeks and Armenians.38 Arif Hikmet 
Koyunoğlu (1888-1982), a younger architect of the Ottoman revivalist “national 
style,” wrote that when he entered the academy in 1908, architecture was not a 
respectable profession among Turkish-Muslim families, who did not want their sons 
to be “master masons,” a vocation associated with Armenians, Greeks, Jews, and 
Levantines.39 Some two decades and many wars later, among the 39 architects regis- 
tered in the recently established Fine Arts Association (Güzel Sanatlar Birliği) in 1931, 
there were 22 Turkish names, 10 Armenian, 6 Greek, and I Italian.4" Stili later, in the 
1940 roster of the Turkish Architects Union (Türk Yüksek M imarlar Birliği), 171 
Turkish names were listed, three of them belonging to women, along vvith the names 
of 18 Armenians, 11 Greeks, and 4 others (Jews and Italians).41 It is important to add 
that of these non-Muslims, ali but 2 Armenians and 6 Greeks had graduated before 
1923. The displacement of Armenians during the First World War and the exchange 
of populations vvith Greece after 1922 were vvithout doubt the primary factors in the 
changing demographics of the architectural profession. The 1940 roster suggests, 
hovvever, that there were stili considerable numbers of non-Muslim architects in 
İstanbul who, compared with provincial non-Muslims, were relatively unaffected by 
these dramatic historical events.

In spite of the increase in the numbers of Muslim-Turkish architects, the term 
“nationalism” needs to be used cautiously in relation to the architectural culture of 
1908—1918. Unlike the Kemalist nationalists after them, turn-of-the-century Ottoman  
intellectuals, artists, and architects were concerned primarily vvith preservation of the 
Ottoman State through identification with the sultan and the empire. For most of 
them, the primary bond for holding the Ottoman “nation” together vvas stili the pat- 
rimony of the Ottoman state rather than ethnicity and language. Ottoman-islamic art 
and architecture were the shared culture of the Ottoman state and belonged to ali the 
peoples of that state. The idea of “nation” vvas stili an inclusive concept designating 
a political community or “commomvealth” that represented the ethnically and reli- 
giously heterogeneous, cosmopolitan character of the empire. Haşan Kayalı com- 
pellingly argues that “Young Tıırk” is an unfortunate misnomer for the tıırn-of- 
the-century Ottoman modernizers and liberal constitutionalists, since not ali of them 
were Turks.42 Architecture presents an analogous picture at the level of individual 
designers. Many non-Muslims contributed to the making of the National Architec­
ture Renaissance, and architects such as Giulio Mongeri (see fig. 1.10), Alessandro 
Valeri, and Mihran Azaryan produced some of the most remarkable designs in this 

style (see fig. 1.2).43
This patriotic Ottomanism, however, within vvhich the National Architecture 

Renaissance vvas born, gave vvay to the nascent ideology of Turkish nationalism some- 
where around the First World War, vvith corresponding shifts in architectural culture. 
Especially the younger generation of Turkish architects, who received their training



from Vedat Bey, Kemalettin Bey, and Giıılio Mongeri between 1908 and 1918, em- 
braced Ottoman revival as primarily a Turkish national style, above and beyond its 
function in representing the Ottoman state and its Islamic culture. Although they 
largely shared the Ottomanist commitment to the empire as the protector of ali 
Muslims, most of them perceived the “Turkish nation” to be the essential core of 
Ottoman society.44 Some of the most important and prolific architects of this genera- 
tion vvere Tahsin Sermet, who graduated from the academy in 1909, Arif Hikmet 
Koyunoğlu (graduated 1914), Necmettin Emre (1913), and Sedad Çetintaş (1918). It 
was through their vvork that the National Architecture Renaissance vvas refined, 
“Turkifîed,” and carried över into the republican era (literally to Ankara and other 
Anatolian towns) vvith a new ideological bent.

"Turkification" of Ottoman Forms

T h e  e f f o r t s  o f  the Young Turks to modernize the Ottoman state, its 
institutions, and its buildings vvent hand in hand vvith the emergence of Turkish 
nationalism in the fîrst decades of the tvventieth century. Whether we follovv scholars 
who portray nationalism as a product of modernity or those who see modernity as 
defined by nationalism,45 the final years of the Ottoman Empire vvere marked by a 
strong relationship betvveen the two phenomena. Whereas during the last decades of 
the nineteenth century, the relationship betvveen the idea of Ottoman revivalism and 
İslam vvas analogous to that betvveen Gothic revivalism and Christianity, increasingly 
after the turn of the century Ottoman forms vvere symbolically recharged vvith “Turk- 
ishness.” This vvas not unlike, for example, the manner in vvhich the later Victorians 
looked at Gothic revivalism as a symbol of “Englishness” as much as or more than a 
Symbol of the good Christian society that Pugin and Ruskin had advocated earlier.46 
By 1918, Ottoman revivalism in architecture unequivocally meant Turkish national style.

It should also be added that in the case of the late Ottoman Empire, a comple- 
mentary development in Egypt around the same time— the emergence of an Aralv 
Egyptian nationalist consciousness— vvas another important factor in the increasingly 
nationalist perception and portrayal of Ottoman revivalism. The “Turkification” of 
Ottoman architecture, especially the rejection of Arab-islamic motifs in favor of clas­
sical Ottoman ones, vvas paralleled in Egypt by a corresponding appeal to Memluk 
rather than Ottoman precedents as the basis of an “Egyptian national style.” Tvvo 
buildings compellingly illustrate the Egyptian case. In the early nineteenth century, the 
Mosque of Muhammed Ali in Cairo (1830-1848) had been designed vvith a conspicu- 
ously Ottoman monumentality, a central-domed plan, and slender “pencil minarets,” 
reflecting the imperial ambitions of its patron, vvho modeled himself after the O tto­
man sultans. As Nasser Rabbat explains, some forty years later, at the time vvhen an 
Ottoman revivalist “national style” vvas in the making in İstanbul, the Rifa’i Mosque 
in Cairo (1869-1911) vvas built in the neo-Memluk style— the new symbol of Egyptian



national identity, vvhich distanced itself from any Ottoman references.47 This parallel 
suggests a great deal about the reciprocities that operate in identity construction, 
vvhich is by definition a differentiation of the “self” from similarly delineated “others.”

Şerif Mardin, the leading scholar of Ottoman-Turkish modernization, has vvrit- 
ten extensively about a progressive undermining of religion by the imposition of 
Western notions of nationhood that overlooked the significance of İslam as the pri- 
mary basis of social cohesion and as people’s existential foothold in a fast-changing 
vvorld.48 As he argues, the roots of this gradual undermining of religion extend back 
to the Tanzimat reforms of 1839. It vvas after the consolidation of povver of the 
nationalist vving of the CUP in 1913, hovvever, that the primacy of İslam in the official 
definition of Ottoman identity vvas replaced by an emphasis on Turkishness. The 
emerging definition of nationhood on the basis of shared cultural, historical, and lin- 
guistic heritage, rather than shared religion under the patrimony of the Ottoman sul­
tan, differentiated the nevv nationalist ideology from the earlier patriotism of the 
Young Ottomans. The classical texts of Turkish nationalism vvere vvritten in this peri­
od, especially after the founding of the nationalist organization Turkish Hearth 
Society (Türk Ocaği) in 1912 and the publication of its journal, Turkish H om eland  
(Türk Yurdu).

The vvell-knovvn distinction betvveen culture and civilization (a distinction central 
to the classic theories of modernity as a transition from G em einschaft to G esellschaft) 
vvas a significant theme in preparing the context vvithin vvhich the idea of a national 
style in architecture vvas elaborated. The leading ideologue of Turkish nationalism 
vvas Ziya Gökalp, vvhose theories provided ample ideological justification for the mak­
ing of a “national style” out of Ottoman revivalism. Before everything else, Gökalp 
differentiated “nationality” (the Ural-Altaic group of Turkic peoples) from “religion” 
(the Islamic community, vvhich vvas supranational), although both vvere constitutive of 
Turkish identity. As much as Ottoman culture (and architecture) represented the 
Islamic community to vvhich Turks belonged by religion, it vvas nonetheless a specifi- 
cally Turkish culture, distinct from the cultures of other nationalities vvithin the 
Islamic community. Second, on the basis of the sociological theories of Emile 
Durkheim and Gabriel Tarde, vvho identified the locus of social life in “culture 
groups” and “civilization groups,” respectively, Gökalp formulated his vvell-knovvn 
distinction betvveen “culture” (hars) and “civilization” (medeniyet). This vvas a dis­
tinction betvveen “beliefs, moral dııties, aesthetic feelings, and ideals of a subjective 
nature,” on one hand, and on the other, “scientific truths, hygienic or economic rules, 
practical arts pertaining to public vvorks, techniques of commerce and of agricul- 
ture— ali of an objective nature.”49 From this he observed that vvhereas civilization 
could be borrovved from the West, culture had to reşide in the nation’s ovvn people and 

history. He vvrote in 1918:

As there is no contradiction betvveen the ideals of Turkism and Islamism, there is none
betvveen these and the ideal of modernism. The idea of modernity necessitates only



the acceptance of the theoretical and practical sciences and techniques from Europe. 
There are certain moral needs, vvhich will be sought in religion and nationality, as 
there vvere in Europe, but these cannot be imported from the West as if they vvere 
machines and techniques. . . . Culture is national, civilization is international.50

The Turkish nationalism of Ziya Gökalp (ironically himself of Kurdish origins) 
vvas anticosmopolitan in cultural terms. From his perspective, it vvas not the high cul­
ture of Ottoman sultans but the folk culture of Turks that could be the real source of 
“national culture”— as it would indeed be in the late 1930s. Nonetheless, aside from 
being an already established building practice since 1908, the National Architecture 
Renaissance seemed to offer a literal translation of his eloquent arguments into archi­
tectural terms. Elements derived from classical Ottoman architecture (i.e., Turkish 
culture) vvere combined with European academic design principles and construction 
techniques (i.e., Western civilization).

This recharging of Ottoman forms and details vvith “Turkishness” coincided vvith 
majör wars and historical transformations in Turkey. The First World War concluded 
with the Ottoman capitulation to the Entente povvers and the organization of the 
independence struggle in Anatolia under the nationalist leader Mustafa Kemal. Such 
events, especially heroic battles such as the Gallipoli defense and defeats such as the 
Arab revolt during the First World War, reinforced the unleashing of a process of 
national self-identification, primarily self-identification as a nation of Turks, distinct 
from other Muslims whom the patrimony of the Ottoman Empire had traditionally 
embraced. Nationality thus replaced religion as the primary signifier of identity. The 
National Architecture Renaissance made its way to Ankara in the midst of these dra- 
matic historical events. Many Turkish artists and architects, distressed by the occupa- 
tion of İstanbul, identified vvith the nationalist cause of Mustafa Kemal, some of them 
actively joining the War of independence.'1

The small CUP headquarters in Ankara, vvith a prominent overhanging roof, 
pointed arches, and other Ottoman details, vvas one of the first examples of the 
National Architecture Renaissance in an othervvise insignificant Anatolian tovvn (fig. 
1.7). It vvas designed in 1917 by İsmail Hasif Bey (1878-1920), who vvas then killed in 
the War of independence, and it vvas transformed into the first National Assembly 
building in 1920. Today it is the Museum of the War of independence. İn the collec­
tive consciousness of the republic, it is the symbol of the historical avvakening of the 
nation to self-consciousness. Literally it has been the backdrop to many paintings and 
photographs shovving the opening day of the National Assembly, vvith Mustafa Kemal 
giving his speech in front of the building (fig. 1.7). After the proclamation of Ankara 
as the nevv Capital of the republic, the construction of majör public buildings in the 
Ottoman revivalist “national style” vvas undertaken in a very short time and under the 
most unfavorable conditions, vvith serious shortages of funds, materials, and labor. 
Concentrated in vvhat is today knovvn as “old Ankara,” near Ulus Square (literally,



Fig. 1.7. The first majör "national 
style" building in Ankara, associat- 
ed in Turkish collective conscious- 
ness vvith the birth of the nation. 
Initially built as the CUP headquar- 
ters in 1917 by İsmail Hasif Bey, it 
vvas used for the first National 
Assembly in the early 1920s and is 
today the Museum of the W ar of 
Independence. Top: 1990s photo­
graph of the building. Bottom: 

"That Day" (O Gün), 1937 painting 
by Refik Epikman depicting the 
opening of the National Assembly 
in 1920.



Nation Square), these buildings bear strong associa- 
tions vvith the nationalist sentiments of the first decade 
of the republic.

One of the earliest examples (vvith a symmetrical 
façade, vvide overhangs, and blue tiles) is the Ministry 
of Finance (1925), designed by Yahya Ahmet and 
Mühendis İrfan (fig. 1.8). Adjacent to the first National 
Assembly building, Vedat Bey’s RPP headquarters 
(1926) vvas built vvith a rusticated stone façade, blue 

glazed tiles at the top, and a three-arched loggia on the second floor overlooking the 
entrance plaza. It vvas used as the second National Assembly building for a large part 
of the early republican period and is today the Museum of the Republic. Across from 
it, the Ankara Palas (1924-1927) vvas constructed as a luxurious hotel to host foreign 
dignitaries and the higher bureaucrats of the nevv regime (fig. 1.9). The joint vvork of 
the tvvo leading architects of the National Architecture Renaissance, Vedat Bey and 
Kemalettin Bey, it is arguably the most paradigmatic structure of the Ottoman revival- 
ist national style in Ankara, its symmetrical design, pointed arches, and ornate 
entrance portal topped vvith a nonstructural dome illustrate the classical and aca- 
demic design precepts of the National Architecture Renaissance. It vvas “a monument 
to modernity and civilization,” as tvvo architectural historians put it, “with its grand 
ballroom, pressurized vvater and Central heating systems, its Western type toilets and 
bathtubs and its powerful electric generator— a unique feature in this rural Anatolian 
tovvn accustomed to dim kerosene lamps.”52

N ot far from these buildings, the more ornate bank buildings by Giulio Mongeri 
are located along the Bankalar Caddesi (Avenue of the Banks), representing the 
National Architecture Renaissance at its most mature (fig. 1.10). These buildings stili

Fig. 1 .8 . One of the
earliest "national style" 
buildings in the nevv Capi­

tal, Ankara: the Ministry of 
Finance (1925) by Yahya 
Ahmet and Mühendis 
irfan. Postcard, circa 1930.



evoke the more cosmopolitan and imperial feeling of the 
architecture of the late empire in İstanbul. The most 
prolific architect of this period in Ankara, hovvever, was 
Arif Hikmet Koyunoğlu (1888-1982), from the yoıınger 
generation, who was a stııdent of Vedat Bey’s and Giulio 
M ongeri’s. He rose to prominence with the construction 
of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (1927), the Ethnogra- 
phy Museum (1925-1928), and the Tiirkocağı (Turkish 
Hearth) building (1926-1930), which were among the 
last paradigmatic works of the National Architecture 
Renaissance before the switch to European modernism 
(fig 1.11). As recorded in the architect’s memoirs, an 
enthusiastic Mustafa Kemal periodically visited these 
buildings during their construction, illustrating the 
endorsement of the National Architecture Renaissance by the national hero himself.53 
The design and construction of the Tiirkocağı building vvas a majör nationalist event, 
earning admiration and praise from Ziya Gökalp himself, the ideologue behind the 
Turkish Hearth organization. The closing of this nationalist organization and the 
replacement of its function by the nevv cultural and ideological program of the RPP 
later in 1932 (see chapter 2) vvere events that Arif Hikmet remembered in his memoirs 

with “deep sorrovv.”54
Throughout the 1920s, lesser-knovvn buildings of the National Architecture Renais­

sance vvere constructed in Konya, İzmir, Kütahya, Afyon, and other cities of the repub­
lic, especially for government buildings, municipal palaces, schools, and post offices

Fig. 1 .9 . The Ankara Palas 
(1924-1927), the most 
paradigmatic "national 
style" building in Ankara, 
as seen from the garden 
of the second National 
Assembly building. İt 
vvas designed by the two 
leading practitioners of 
this Ottoman revivalist 
style, Vedat Bey and 
Kemalettin Bey. Postcard, 
circa 1930.



Fig. 1 .1 0 . A view of the Avenue of the Banks in Ankara, circa 1930. The Ottoman Bank (Osmanlı 
Bankası, 1926) is in the front, vvith the Agricultural Bank (Ziraat Bankası, 1926-1929) visible 
behind it on the right. Both buildings by Giulio Mongeri. Fig. 1 .1 1 . Contemporary postcard show- 
ing "national style" buildings by Arif Hikmet Koyunoğlu in Ankara: the Turkish Hearth building 
(1927-1930) in the foreground and the Ethnography Museum (1925-1928) in the background. The 
Turkish Hearth building was used as a "People's House" after 1932 and today houses the National 
Gallery of Art (Devlet Resim ve Heykel Müzesi).



Fig.1.12. Proliferation of the Ottoman revivalist "national style" in provincial towns throughout 
Anatolia. Top: Municipal offices in Havran, vvith characteristic pointed arches and vvide eaves, circa
1933. Bottom : A domed corner building in Bandırma, today used as a hotel.



(fig. 1.12). Schools vvere particularly important building types representing the ideals 
of the new regime, and in the 1920s they vvere built according to an Ottoman revival- 
ist prototype design prodııced by the Ministry of Public Works (Nafia Vekaleti). Ali were 
based on the same plan: a symmetrical layout with entrances on the Central axis and 
three-vvindovv bays projecting on the elevation at each end; tvvo stories; pointed arches 
for vvindovvs; and a vvide, overhanging roof. Some examples are the Gazi and Latife 
schools in Ankara, designed by Mukbil Kemal (1924), the Gazi Mustafa Kemal elemen- 
tary schools in Konya (1926—1928) and Denizli (late 1920s), the Republic School (Cum­
huriyet Mektebi) in Yozgat, and the elementary and high schools in Afyon (fig. 1.13).55

Konya and İzmir vvere particularly proud of their public buildings in the national 
style. In Konya the city architect, Mimar Muzaffer, a protege of Vedat Bey’s, and 
Mimar Falih Ülkü, vvho continued the practice after Muzaffer’s death, built the 
impressive Konya Central Post Office building. In İzmir, the ideological appeal of the 
National Architecture Renaissance vvas particularly strong after the liberation of the 
city from Greek occupation in 1922. The term milli (national) vvas used extensively in 
conjunction with new public buildings, as in the case of the Milli Sinema (National 
Cinema, 1926) and the Milli Kütüphane (National Library, completed in 1933), both 
by the architect Tahsin Sermet. Another graduate of the İstanbul Academy of Fine 
Arts, Necmeddin Emre, vvas the other prominent architect of the Ottoman revivalist 
style practicing in İzmir; he vvas particularly knovvn for his İzmir Tiirkocağı (İzmir 
Turkish Hearth) building of 1925.56 Although the vvorks of Vedat Bey and Kemalettin 
Bey and other majör national-ştyle buildings in Ankara, İstanbul, and İzmir are cov- 
ered in monographic studies, there is no comprehensive survey coveriııg the extent of 
construction in this style in the provinces and by lesser-knovvn architects.

In order to understand the significance of the National Architecture Renaissance 
during the first decade of the republic, it is necessary to consider the specific histori­
cal, political, and ideological context of the transition from an Ottoman-islamic iden- 
tity to a nationalist Turkish one. This issue frequently elııdes architectural historians 
vvho, vievving the stylistic Ottoman references of the National Architecture Renais­
sance through the post-1931 biases of the Modern Movement, consider it an ana- 
chronistic style for a modern, secular, Western-oriented nation. Thus, the fact that 
construction in this style continued throughout the 1920s, in the midst of the most 
radical Westernizing institutional reforms of the Kemalist republic, is often assessed 
as a temporary aberration to be explained by circumstantial factors and later rectified 
in the 1930s.57 W hat is missing in this assessment is that it vvas the profound ambigıı- 
ity of this style— that is, the simultaneity and interchangeability of the Turkish and 
Islamic connotations of Ottoman forms— that made it especially appropriate. An 
Ottoman revivalist national style vvas capable of symbolizing the glory of the 
Ottoman-islamic past of the Turkish nation and thus of legitimating the nevv nation­
alist regime in the eyes of a traditional population loyal to the religious patrimony of 
the Ottoman dynasty. Apart from the obvious practicality of continuing an already 
established building practice, it vvas the symbolic ambiguity of the National Architec-



Fig. 1 .1 3 . Prototype elementary schools designed in the Ottoman revivalist "national style" of the 
1920s: Gazi and Latife elementary school (top) in Ankara (1924), photograph 1990s; Cumhuriyet 
(Republic) elementary schools in Yozgat (middle ) and Afyon (bottom), photographs circa 1933.



ture Renaissance— its capacity to signify both the old empire and the nevv nation at 
once— that made it a politically and ideologically convenient choice in a volatile peri­
od of transition.

This ambiguity of the National Architecture Renaissance can be likened to the 
ambiguity of the vvord millet, vvhich, as many scholars have pointed out, vvas used 
increasingly to mean “nation” as defined on the basis of a shared historical, cultural, 
and linguistic heritage.58 Nonetheless, for a long time the vvord stili carried the reli- 
gious connotations of its older meaning in the Ottoman period, vvhen it designated 
the different religious communities of the empire. In the 1920s, vvhen the population’s 
primary allegiance was stili more to İslam and the empire than to the nevv nation, 
Mustafa Kemal must have seen the power of this religious symbolism to make the sec- 
ularizing reforms more palatable. Especially in the aftermath of his radical decision to 
abolish the Ottoman dynasty (1922) and the office of the caliphate (1924), vvhich vvas 
the supreme religious authority for ali Muslims, it vvas a particularly effective sym­
bolism. After ali, the nationalist War of Independence had been won vvith the over- 
vvhelming support of religious leaders from various parts of Anatolia vvho had 
mobilized the population around Mustafa Kemal. Many of these religious figures 
vvere members of the fîrst National Assembly in 1920, as portrayed, for example, in 
the famous photograph “Prayer for Victory” (1921) shovving Mustafa Kemal praying 
vvith open hands in front of the National Assembly, next to deputies in turbans and 
religious garb. The sentiments of these people and their constituencies (as well as any 
possibility of opposition from them) had to be handled carefully through, among 
other things, reverence to the symbols of İslam and the sultan. It is for this reason that 
the Ottoman references of the National Architecture Renaissance vvere not an aberra- 
tion in the 1920s. They vvere an appropriate architectural expressioıı of the specific cir- 
cumstances of these crucial years vvhen many religious codes vvere semantically 
recharged in vvhat Şerif Mardin calls “the vibrating of an important traditional chord 
vvith the people.”59

As Mardin has pointed out on many occasions, this representation of the nation 
as a secular religion is best illustrated by the title gazi— literally, “a fighter for the 
Islamic faith”— adopted by Mustafa Kemal in this period. A 1923 painting by Tahir- 
zade Hüseyin titled “Gazi Büyük Mustafa Kemal Paşa Hazretleri” (The Great Gazi, 
His Highness Mustafa Kemal Pasha) is particularly illustrative (fig. 1.14). Mustafa 
Kemal’s portrait is framed by angels in the same representational genre as that of 
miniature paintings depicting the life of the Prophet. That many of the National 
Architecture Renaissance school buildings of the early republic vvere named after the 
“Gazi” further strengthened these symbolic associations. The last building designed by 
Kemalettin Bey before his death vvas the Gazi Teachers College in Ankara (1926-1930), 
after vvhich the National Architecture Renaissance gave vvay to modernism. It may be 
interesting to add that, like the Ottoman-islamic motifs of this national style, the 
poems of Mehmet Akif Ersoy (vvho also vvrote the lyrics of the Turkish national 
anthem) are full of such religious codes adapted to the nevv nationalist consciousness.



Fig. 1 .1 4 . "Gazi Büyük Mustafa Kemal Paşa Hazretleri" (1923). Painting by Tahirzade Hüseyin por- 
traying Atatürk in the representational genre of Islamic miniature paintings that depict the Prophet's 

life.



For example, in these poems the soldiers who fought in Gallipoli or in the War of 
Independence are “as glorious as the lions of Bedr,” a reference to the holy wars of the 
Prophet, and the Kaaba, the holiest structure of İslam, becomes their gravestone.

The overtly religious terms in vvhich the new nationalist spirit vvas east in the first 
decade of the republic vvere also evident in the nationalist press coverage of the open- 
ing of the Türkocağı building in Ankara in 1930. Türk Yurdu, the official publication 
of the nationvvide Türkocağı organization, published a special issue on the building 
vvith tvvelve plates shovving exterior views, the marble entrance hail, the ornately 
carved ceiling, interior views, and other details. With allusions to the holiest places of 
İslam, the commentary said: “This building in Ankara, the Kaaba of the Turk, rising 
on a small hill— a national arafat— is a magical vvork combining matter vvith spirit.”60 
In this “Kaaba,” hovvever, cultural and social events vvere to take place— art exhibi- 
tions, lectures, concerts, operas sııng in Turkish vvith all-Turkish casts— not unlike 
other republican spatial practices of replacing the mosque complex vvith secular pııb- 
lic spaces of cultural, educational, and recreational funetions. Other nationalist 
nevvspapers hailed the building as “the vvork of pure Turkish sons: architect Hikmet 
Bey, masons Kayserili Hakkı and Hüseyin U sta,” emphasizing the “Turkishness” of 
this stylistically “O ttom an” architecture.61 That these sentiments vvere voiced at pre- 
cisely the same time the new architectural establishment vvas grovving increasingly 
critical of the National Architecture Renaissance bears testimony to the complex and 
conflicting undercurrents in Kemalist culture in this first decade of the republic.

In the institutional setting as vvell, the inereasing grip of Turkish nationalism on 
young artists and architects was evident during and after the First World War. Gulsum 
Baydar Nalbantoğlu vvrites that as early as 1913, Academy of Fine Arts students 
rebelled against Giıılio Mongeri and demanded “to learn Turkish architecture from 
Turkish instructors inspired by the Siileymaniye and the Selimiye [mosques] rather 
than St. Peters in Rome.”62 Yet in the turmoil of the transition from empire to nation, 
the importance and self-esteem that Turkish-Muslim architects enjoyed as praetition- 
ers of the National Architecture Renaissance vvere to be glorious but brief. As the old 
generation of eclectic and revivalist foreign architects— the Jasmıınds and Vallaurys of 
the empire— gave way to Turkish architects at the academy and in practice, more rad- 
ical changes vvere in the making. By the late 1920s, the academicism of Ottoman  
revival vvas already under attack, and the nevv republican regime vvas initiating an era 
of construction by a nevv groııp of foreign architects, this time bringing German and 
Central European modernism to Turkey. While Kemalettin Bey vvas vvorking on the 
Gazi Teachers College in Ankara in 1927, the National Architecture Renaissance vvas 
already a sııbject of intense debate and criticism, causing Kemalettin Bey much 
despair just before his death.63 The same year, the academy curriculum vvas radically 
reformed along modernist lines, preparing the vvay for the demişe and ultimate rejec- 
tion of the National Architecture Renaissance. As for its three leading praetitioners, 
Kemalettin Bey died in 1927 and Giulio Mongeri resigned from the academy in 1928, 
to be follovved by Vedat Bey in 1930.



Rejection of Ottoman Forms

F r o m  a n  a r c h i t e c t u r a l  point of view, the proliferation of the 
National Architecture Renaissance in the first tvvo decades of the tvventieth century 
can be seen as a belated revivalism at a time when early modernist experiments vvere 
already under way in Europe. Particularly interesting in terms of Turkey’s encounter 
vvith these experiments vvas an ill-fated architectural competition for the German- 
Turkish House of Friendship in İstanbul in 1916. The project vvas intended as a cele- 
bration of the strategic alliance betvveen the tvvo nations, especially after a nuıch- 
celebrated visit by Kaiser Wilhelm II in 1889— an alliance that eventually drevv the 
empire into World War I. Many of the prominent early modernist architects in 
Germany participated in this competition, including Peter Behrens, Theodor Fischer, 
Paul Bonatz, Martin Elsaesser, and Germen Bestelmeyer (vvho vvon).64 Notably, there 
vvere tvvo unconventional schemes, by Hans Poelzig and Bruno Taut, respectively, vvho 
vvere both associated vvith the expressionist movement in Germany. Poelzig’s cascad- 
ing terraces tovvering above Istanbul’s historical peninsula and Taut’s domed structure 
vvith allusioııs to Byzantine architecture are remarkable projects in the history of early 
modern architecture. What is vvorth pondering is the complete absence of any ex- 
change or influence betvveen the designers of these visionary projects and Ottoman 
architects of the time. This absence is curious, especially in the light of Suha Özkan’s 
verifîcation that both Vedat Bey and Kemalettin Bey, the tvvo leading architects of the 
National Architecture Renaissance, participated in the jury deliberations in Berlin as 
representatives of the Ottoman Empire.65 It is likely that, immersed in the emergiııg 
Ottoman revivalist “national style,” the tvvo Ottoman architects took little interest in 
the nevv modern trends, vvhich departed radically from classic and revivalist traditions. 
The interrııption of this competition by the vvar vvas another reason for the absence of 
a sustained dialogue around these projects— an interrııption that vvould be rectified 
after 1927, vvhen the modernization of Tıırkish architectural culture vvould be entrust- 
ed to the Germans once again. A fevv of the same German architects vvho participat­
ed in the House of Friendship Competition in 1916 (notably Paul Bonatz, Martin 
Elsaesser, and Bruno Taut) vvould later come back to build important public buildings 
in republican Turkey in the 1930s and 1940s.

The demişe of the National Architecture Renaissance started around 1927 and vvas 
completed by 1931. With the RPP’s assertion of an unambiguously Western-oriented 
and secular cultural politics and the suppression of ali opposition and debate in mat- 
ters of national identity, references to Ottoman architecture rapidly became anathema 
for republican architects. Construction in Ottoman revivalist style came to a near end, 
and the “Nevv Architecture” (Yeni M im ari)— the unadorned cubic compositions of 
European modernism— vvas enthusiastically received. In some cases, existing classical, 
eclectic, and Ottoman revivalist buildings vvere refaced in a nevv modern façade, as, 
for example, in Aptullah Ziya’s conversion of the Teachers’ School in Adana, vvhich



vvas published in the journal M im ar  in 1933 vvith “before” and “after” photographs.66
Today the physical fabric of Ankara bears the traces of this shift in the architec­

tural style of its m ajör public buildings. Whereas the National Architecture 
Renaissance buildings of the 1920s are located in the older section of the city to the 
north, the austere German and Central European modernism of the 1930s character- 
izes the nevver Southern extension of the city, appropriately called “Yenişehir,” the 
“Nevv City.” Atatürk Boulevard, the prestige axis running north-south, joins the tvvo 
sections of the city. In a small stretch at the çenter one can simultaneously observe the 
domes, Ottoman orders, pointed arches, and ornate tile and marble decorations of the 
National Architecture Renaissance buildings adjacent to the distinctly modernist aes­
thetic of the vvork of foreign architects, ali of it built around the same time. For exam- 
ple, tvvo ministry buildings, both dating from 1927 but displaying different stylistic 
choices, mark the tvvo ends of this stretch: to the north, Arif Flikmet Koyunoğlu’s 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and to the south, Theodor Post’s Ministry of Health (fig. 
1.15). On closer inspection, hovvever, one can see that apart from the former’s ornate 
façade of Ottoman motifs and the latter’s unadorned façade, both buildings are sym- 
metrical vvith formal, monumental entrances, testifying to the classical training of 
their architects. I vvill return to this issue later.

Even in the older section of the city, contemporaneous photographs of İstasyon 
Caddesi (Station Avenue) show the conspicuously modern forms of the Court of 
Financial Appeals (1928-1930), by the Svviss architect Ernst Egli, across from the 
ornate and domed Ankara Pala'S (fig. 1.16). Construction on Egli’s building began 
only a year after completion of the Ankara Palas. The temporal simultaneity and phy­
sical proximity of the tvvo styles suggest much about the actual complexity of the cul­
tural and ideological scene during the first decade of the republic. A contemporaneous 
postcard testifies to the fact that, until the intensification of the polemical confronta- 
tion betvveen the National Architecture Renaissance and the Nevv Architecture, early 
republican Ankara vvas equally proud of its Ottoman revivalist and European mod­
ernist buildings (fig. 1.17). For a brief period, stylistic discrimination on ideological 
grounds seems not to have been an issue, compared vvith the larger pride of construct- 
ing a Capital city from scratch. Even for the 1930s there is evidence in popular pub- 
lications that outside architects’ professioııal circles, no one particular style, but 
“architecture” in general, symbolized the constructive energy of the republic, the act of 
“nation building” in the literal sense (see fig. C .l). The official architectural culture of 
the republic, hovvever (as represented by schools, publications, professional associa- 
tions, and practice), propagated and reproduced the critique of Ottoman revivalism 
forcefully and effectively. After 1931, architecture became a majör aspect of the larger 
republican revolutionary discourse and its claim of “a radical break vvith the Ottoman  
past.”

In reality, the transition from the final decades of the Ottoman Empire into the 
nevv republic vvas far more complex and overlapping than vvhat is often polemically 
posited as a radical break. The National Architecture Renaissance of the 1910s and



Fig. 1.15. Coexistence of the "national style" and the "Nevv Architecture" in Ankara at the end of 
the 1920s: two government buildings completed at the same time along prestigious Atatürk 
Boulevard. Top: Ministry of Foreign Affairs (1927), by Arif Hikmet Koyunoğlu. Bottom : Ministry of 
Health (1927), byTheodor Post. Postcards, circa 1930.



1920s and the republican modernism that replaced it in the 1930s shared some com- 
mon political and ideological grounds that underlie the stylistic opposition in terms 
of vvhich the two periods are often discussed in architectural history. Both vvere self- 
conscious attempts at identity construction through architecture, and both flourished 
under state-sponsored modernization programs. Both vvere closely identified vvith 
authoritarian state power under single-party rule: respectively, the Committee of 
Union and Progress (CUP), which eliminated ali opposition in 1913, and Mustafa 
Kemal’s Republican People’s Party (RPP), vvhich Consolidated its povver in 1931.

Perhaps most significantly, both Ottoman revivalism and republican modernism 
vvere shaped, to a large extent, by a distaste for the stylistic eclecticism and cosmo- 
politan character of late-nineteenth-centııry Ottoman architecture, the vvork of Ar- 
menian, Greek, Levantine, and European architects living and vvorking vvithin the 
empire. Whereas the architects of the Young Turk era sought to combat the nine- 
teenth-century “contam ination” and “degeneration” of Turkish architecture by re- 
turning to the true principles, or “golden age,” of Ottoman architecture in its classical 
period, their republican successors chose to abandon Ottoman architecture altogether 
in the 1930s. The difference was one of form and style. In 1934, in an important piece 
titled “Nationalism and A rt,” young republican arehiteet Aptullah Ziya (Kozanoğlu) 
outlined vvhat he called “the historical process of contamination since the Tulip 
E ra.”67 This process, he argued, robbed the arts of the empire of their purity and their 
“Turkish character” and enslaved them to elements of Arab and Persian culture, as vvell 
as of the neoclassic, baroque, and, empire styles of the West. He direeted his anticos- 
mopolitan criticism and contempt at foreign architects ranging from Ignace Melling, 
who, he claimed, “introduced foreign taste to the country at the end of the eighteenth 
century,” to Alexandre Vallaury at the end of the nineteenth. Of Vallaury’s Public Debts 
Administration building (Diiyun-u Umumiye idaresi), Aptullah Ziya had only this to 
say: “ [It is] a building itself unsure of vvhat it vvants to represent, other than perhaps 
vvhat its name stood for— namely the capitulation of the empire to foreign povvers.”68 
What underlay Aptullah Ziya’s nationalist and anticosmopolitan discourse vvas some- 
thing more than simply a critique of the orientalist distortions of Ottoman architec­
ture: it assıımed the essential “Turkishness” of Ottoman architecture, categorically 
rejeeting any non-Turkish influence from either Europe or from other Müslim cul- 
tures. As already discussed, the Ottoman architects of the National Architecture Renais­
sance vvere, by comparison, less “nationalist” than patriotic (or “protonationalist”) 
and far more cosmopolitan in their culture and upbringing, vvith a number of promi­
nent non-Muslims in their own ranks. When it came to architectural style, hovvever, 
they, too, shared the view that eclectic and orientalized styles contaminated the origi- 
nal purity of classical Ottoman architecture, and they sought to restore it to its clas­
sical grandeur and dignity.

In other vvords, beyond the obvious formal and stylistic contrast, the National Archi­
tecture Renaissance and the Nevv Architecture of the 1930s vvere two different expres- 
sions of the same project of modern identity construction at a dramatic historical



Fig. 1 .1 6 . View of Station Avenue in Ankara, 1930s. On the right is the recently completed Court 
of Financial Appeals (1928-1930), by Ernst Egli. Across from this modern building can be seen the 
dome of the Ottoman revivalist Ankara Palas (1924-1927).
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moment. Whether in the form of fixing a classical peri­
od in the past as the most appropriate architectural 
paradigm for the present (i.e., Ottoman revivalism) or 
in the form that Alan Colquhoun has called a “flight 
into the future” (i.e., republican modernism), the two 
vvere equally “historicist” in their philosophical prem- 
ises.69 Both embraced a progressive model of history in 
vvhich they sought to locate a place and identity for 

Turkish architecture. The common assumption that Ottoman revivalism is “histori­
cist” and therefore “not modern” is more symptomatic of the formal-stylistic biases 
of architectural culture than of any rigorous investigation of what these terms may 
mean. Such an assumption overlooks the fact that historicism has nothing to do vvith 
historical forms-, it simply designates a liııking of architecture vvith a larger historical 
project and, as such, is itself a mark of modern consciousness.

After the resignation of Vedat Bey and Giulio Mongeri, the directorship of the 
architectural section of the Academy of Fine Arts vvas given to the Svviss architect 
Ernst Egli (1893-1974), vvho introduced European modernism to the country, as we 
vvill see in chapter 4. The legacies of Vedat Bey, Kemalettin Bey, and Giulio Mongeri, 
among the first generation of republican architects, is a contentious topic even to this 
day, often revealing less about their pedagogical programs than about the modernist 
biases of architectural culture in the 1930s. Many of the younger architects criticized 
them through the anti-academic, rationalist criteria of modernism. Behçet Ünsal, who 
graduated in 1933, vvrote that “in the Mongeri studio, architecture vvas understood as 
the art of façade design,” and “site plan vvas altogether unnecessary for Vedat Bey,

Fig. 1 .1 7 . Postça rd of 
Ankara, circa 1930, show- 
ing the national capital's 
pride in the construction of 
public buildings regardless 
of stylistic difference.



who believed that ‘if you make a good design it will fit any site.’”70 Sedad Hakkı 
Eldem, a graduate of 1928 and arguably the most prominent Turkish architect of 
modern Turkey, attributed his accomplished career to his early determination to break 
away from vvhat he vvas taught at the academy by Vedat Bey and Mongeri.71

By contrast, the older architects who graduated in the 1910s, the most prolific 
designers of the National Architecture Renaissance, expressed deep gratitude and 
praise for their teachers for instilling in them a love and appreciation of Ottoman  
architectural heritage, even after they switched to modernist designs in the 1930s. And 
many of them did svvitch. Of these, Arif Hikmet Koyunoğlu moved back to İstanbul 
in the 1930s and designed and built a number of modern, ıındecorated apartment 
buildings with no traces of Ottoman stylistic motifs. Sedad Çetintaş (1889-1965), who 
had a deep reverence for classical precedents and even published a book titled Turkish 
Architectural M onum ents: The O ttom an Period,71 designed a modern building for the 
RPP in 1934 (see fig. 2.25). Similarly, Necmeddin Emre, the prominent practitioner of 
the National Architecture Renaissance in İzmir, designed the Gazi Elementary School 
in a conspicuously modern form in 1934 (see fig. 4.7). There are stili no comprehen- 
sive studies of or monographs on these architects, vvhose careers spanned the most 
dramatic transformations in modern Turkish history. Many interesting and stili unex- 
plored questions can be posed by sııch stııdies: Which architects, among those who 
made their reputatioııs in the National Architecture Renaissance, disappeared from 
the scene in the 1930s, and vvhich ones tried to adapt? When they tried to adapt, vvas 
their modernism different from that of the younger architects educated in the anti- 
academic and empirical methods of the European Modern Movement? Was their 
modernisin perhaps more comparable to art deco or the m oderne  style of the 1930s 
elsevvhere— a form of stripped-dovvn classicism continuing the beaııx-arts precepts in 
modernist disguise?

Although these important questions are beyond the scope of this book, there is 
ample evidence to suggest that the “radical break” proclaimed by the architectural 
discourse of the 1930s vvas not, after ali, that radical, even in architectural terms. In a 
1937 intervievv, long after his teachings had been abandoned at the academy, Vedat Bey 
said that during the transition period he had seen fevv irreconcilable conflicts betvveen 
his generation’s notions of architecture and the nevv modernist emphasis on undeco- 
rated simplicity. Refusing to dismiss modernism as a vvhole, he argued that “mod­
ernism coming oııt of the hands of architects vvell versed in classicism is vvell suited 
especially for buildings such as schools, barracks, ete., vvhich by their very nature 
should be simple and plain.”73 There is the suggestion here of a more pluralist under- 
standing'of architecture in vvhich architects can have more than one stylistic choice, 
depending on circumstances and program, and by implication a less ideological 
approach to architecture. Indeed, a number of student projects from the architectural 
course at the School of Engineering dating from the early 1930s illustrate this coexis- 
tence of academic and modernist approaches to design, rather than a total replace- 
ment of the former by the latter. N ext to renderings of classical orders there are plain



modern designs for schools, hospitals, and villas (see fig. 4 .5 ), as well as a cinema proj- 
ect for vvhich the student vvork can best be characterized as art deco or m oderne  rather 
than either eclectic-revivalist or functionalist-modernist.

Whether or not they acknovvledged any formative value in the teachings of Vedat 
Bey, Kemalettin Bey, and Mongeri, it can be argued that the vvork of the transition gen- 
eration carried some of the old sensibilities, if not the old stylistic Ottoman motifs. 
Many public buildings of the 1930s display a concern vvith symmetry, proportions, axi- 
ality, and façade detailing characteristic of academic teaching. Colonnades (but not ar- 
cades), loggias, tali columns (but not Ottoman orders), stone basements, axial entrances, 
borders around vvindovvs and doors, and the detailing of reinforced concrete as if it 
were masonry are some of the features that evoke a feeling  of classicism. One also 
finds this feeling of classicism in the vvork of modern architects from Auguste Perret, 
vvhom Sedad Hakkı Eldem and other 1928 graduates greatly admired, to Theodor 
Post, vvhose Ministry of Health was one of the fîrst buildings of German modernism 
in Ankara. It is possible to say that in a stripped-dovvn and “modernized” vvay, classi­
cism never totally disappeared from the architectural culture of the early republic, and 
if anything, it became even stronger at the end of the 1930s and into the 1940s.

One example of the National Architecture Renaissance in Ankara illustrates vvhat 
else might have been possible in the evolution of Turkish architecture if the abrupt and 
ideologically charged break of the 1930s had not separated a generation of architects 
from the classical sensibilities of Ottoman revival. The Vakif Apartments (Vakıf 
Apartmanları), designed by Kemalettin Bey for the Ministry of Endowments in the 
final years of his life and completed in 1928, after his death, vvere a remarkable proj- 
ect covering an entire urban block (fig. 1.18). Residential units occupied the perimeter 
of the block on the upper floors, vvith the ground floor reserved for shops and access 
to a theater-auditorium located at the çenter of the block. The affinities betvveen 
Kemalettin Bey’s design and a vvell-knovvn icon of early modern architecture— the 
Auditorium Building by Adler and Sullivan in Chicago (1887-1889)— are difficult to 
rniss, especially in the plan’s concept of locating the theater vvithin the block. Like the 
landmark Chicago auditorium, the Vakif Apartments vvere a distinctly modern urban 
type equipped vvith the latest technological amenities of their time (central heating, 
electricity, elevators, and modern sanitary fixtures that vvere successfıılly incorporated 
into the design) yet not entirely cut off from history and culture. Kemalettin Bey’s evo- 
cation of an “Ottoman feeling” vvithout any direct use of Ottoman motifs and prece- 
dents resembles Adler and Sullivan’s evocation of the Romanesque in an othervvise 
modern building.

This comparison suggests that an evolutionary, rather than a revolııtionary, path 
to modern architecture could have been a real historical option in Turkey. This option, 
or any other possibility of smoother transition and exchange betvveen revivalism and 
modernism, vvas aborted vvith the “arrival” of the Modern Movement as the offîcial 
architectural expression of the Kemalist revolution.



Fig. 1 .1 8 . A modern urban 
type in Ankara: apartments for 
the Ministry of Endowments 
(Vakıf Apartmanları, 1928) by 
Kemalettin Bey. A theater is 
placed in the middle of the 
block with street-level access, 
and residential units are 
located along the perimeter 
on the upper floors. Top: 

Photograph circa 1930. 
Bottom : Cround floor plan 
and longitudinal section.
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Inkilap Mimaris i

ARCHİTECTURE OF REVOLUTION

Gentlemen, it vvas necessary to abolish the fez, vvhich sat on the heads of 
our nation as an emblem of ignorance, negligence, fanaticism and hatred 
of progress and civilization. [İt vvas necessary] to accept in its place the hat, 
the headgear used by the vvhole civilized world; and in this vvay, to demon­
strate that the Turkish nation, in its mentality as in other respects, in no vvay 
diverges from civilized social life.

— Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, Nutuk, 19271

When making a revoiution in the vvay we dress ourselves, the great Turkish 
nation did not contemplate modernizing the fez but accepted the hat. 
VVhen revolutionizing the script, it did not propose to change and revise the 
old script but adopted the Latin alphabet. Similarly, Turkish architects of 
today abandoned domes, floral ornaments and tile decoration. They are 
marching on a nevv and logical path.

— Behçet and Bedrettin, "Türk İnkilap Mimarisi," 19332

A f t e r  t h e  d e p a r t u r e  of the last Ottoman sultan, Vahdeddin 
Mehmed VI (1918—1922), in 1922 and the proclamation of the Turkish republic in 
1923, a series of Westernizing institutional reforms was launched under the personal 
directive of Mustafa Kemal, the national hero and founder of the republic. These 
Kemalist reforms can be looked at as one episode in a much longer history of institu­
tional reform in Turkey that has tried, at least since the Tanzimat reforms of Sultan 
Mahmut II (1808-1839), to modernize the state vvithout a corresponding “great trans- 
formation” in society, economics, and productive forces. A t  the same time, the scope 
and radicalism of the Kemalist reforms distinguish the republican period from every- 
thing that preceded it, lending it its revolutionary aura. The most radical of these



reforms vvere the abolition of the caliphate, the ultimate religious authority for ali 
Muslims, and of the şeriat (sharia ), the Islamic lavv (1924), the adoption of the Svviss 
civil code (1926), and the replacement of the old Ottoman-Arabic script vvith the 
Latin alphabet (1927). Collectively, they amounted to nothing less than a total civi­
lizational svvitch from a traditional order grounded in İslam to a Western and secular 
one. To this day, the vvord inkilap  designates this founding idea of svvitching civiliza- 
tions that marked the making of modern Turkey out of the disintegrating Ottoman  
Empire. Translated into modern Turkish as devrim  (revolution), it vvas vvritten into 
the 1931 program of Mustafa Kemal’s Republican People’s Party (RPP) as one of the 
six pillars of Kemalism: republicanism, secularism, nationalism, populism, statism, 
and revolııtionism.

The revolutionary self-consciousness of the Kemalist inkilap  is most evident in 
the vvay it represented itself in the image of the French Revolution. The secular and 
scientifîc oııtlook of the Enlightenment had been the single most important source of 
inspiration for Tıırkish modernizers in general, even before the republican reformers 
appeared on stage. Many scholars and intellectual historians have dealt extensively 
vvith the influence of Enlightenment ideas and Jacobin politics on the reformist 
thinkers of the Ottoman Empire in the nineteenth century and the continuation of 
this mental structure into the Kemalist republic.’ Nonetheless, vvith the establishment 
of the secular republic in 1923, the inspirational force of the French Revolution 
became far more pronounced. One remarkable artistic expression of this is the 1933 
painting “inkilap Yolunda” (On the Path of the Revolution), by Zeki Faik İzer, one of 
the leading modernist artists of the period, vvho vvas also influeııced by cubism and 
other avant-garde currents in Paris. Adapted from the famous Delacroix painting of 
1830, “Liberty Leading the N ation,” this painting is an allegorical expression of the 
republican revolutionary ethos (fig. 2.1). It portrays the inkilap  as a popular insıır- 
gence of the Turkish people, guided by Mustafa Kemal himself, against the darkness 
and anachronism of Turkey’s ancien regime: a violent upheaval (soldiers, bayonets, 
flags) equipped vvith scientifîc knovvledge and youthful energy (books, torch light, 
young people in Western clothes).

Like modernization in most other non-Western contexts, the modernization of 
Tıırkey vvas an official program to be implemented from above by the reformist elites 
of a paternalistic state. In the conspicuous absence of ali the historical conditions 
vvithin vvhich the industrialized West had attained the heights of “contemporary civi­
lization,” Kemalism vvas overcome by a desire to “skip stages” in a heroic leap. Like 
ali other “ideologies of delayed development,” as one scholar calls them, “Kemalism 
vvas essentially revolutionary and, in Manheim’s usage, ‘utopian,’ its ideological posi- 
tion based on a zealous futurism to catch up vvith vvestern civilization.”4 Considering 
this sense of historical restlessness, it is not surprising that the recognizable symbols 
and exterior forms of modernity, rather than its substance, rapidly became the pri- 
mary preoccupation of republican modernizers. The publications of the 1930s display



a pervasive obsession with the image of the nevv repub­
lic abroad. They vvanted to shovv the vvorld how the 
country vvas succeeding in shaking off its “oriental 
malaise” (şarklılıktan kurtu lm ak) and beginning to par- 
ticipate in contemporary civilization (asrileşmek). The 
vvords “modern” (m odern ) and “contem porary” (asri) 
vvere used synonymously throughout the decade as 
adjectives designating the nevv and desirable qualities of 
anything that became an object of Kemalist reforms—  
from lifestyles to vvomen’s appearance, from cities to 
homes and kitchens. These qualities vvere presented, 
almost invariably, as contrasts to the undesirable characteristics of their old or tradi­
tional counterparts under the late Ottoman Empire.

This tendency to reduce the idea of “civilization” to the norms and forms of 
Western civility vvas epitomized in the so-called hat law (şapka kanunu) of 1925, by 
vvhich the fez, the turban, and other forms of traditional garb vvith religious connota- 
tions vvere outlavved. In his historical Kastamonu and İnebolu speeches of August 
1925, Mustafa Kemal personally explained vvhat “a civilized and international” men’s 
clothing “vvorthy of and appropriate for our nation” consisted of. “Boots or shoes on 
our feet,” he specified, “slim trousers on our legs, shirt and tie, jacket and vvaistcoat, 
and, of course, to complete these, a cover vvith a brim on our heads. This head cover-

Fig. 2 .1 . "On the Path of 
the Revolution" (1933), 
by Zeki Faik izer. Allegor- 
ical representation of the 
Kemalist revolution after 
the model of "Liberty 
Leading the Nation" 
(1830), by Eugene 
Delacroix.



ing is called a hat.”5 Tvvo years later, in his famous speech to the National Assembly, 
he vvoııld justify the hat law in unequivocally civilizational terms and declare the old 
fez to be “an emblem of ignorance, negligence, fanaticism, and hatred of progress and 
civilization.”

This assumption that form could transform content, along vvith a belief in the 
povver of representation, vvas by no means unique to the modernizing elites of the nevv 
republic. It vvas a characteristic of reform as a top-to-bottom process, as espoused by 
modernizers from the Jacobins of the French Revoiution in the eighteenth century to 
the reformist bureaucrats of the Ottoman state in the nineteenth, vvith their respective 
choices of appropriate clothing and headgear.6 What vvas unique to the Kemalist pro­
gram in the 1930s vvas the inordinate time and energy invested in changing the form 
of things and the official production, supervision, and dissemination of a distinctly 
republican visual culture of modernity.

Architecture, by its very nature, constitııted a Central element of this visual cul­
ture of modernity, and in the spirit of the hat revoiution, republican architects sought 
to dissociate this culture from any connection vvith the forms and stylistic features of 
Ottoman precedents. The Ottoman revivalist “national style” that had dominated 
Turkish architectural education and practice from about the turn of the century to the 
1930s vvas rapidly abandoııed in favor of the European Modern Movement. That the 
Modern Movement came to be knovvn in popular parlaııce as “cubic architecture” 
(kü b ik  m im ari) is itself indicative of the formal biases of the republican culture of 
modernity. Although many architects rejected such stylistic and formalist definitions 
of modernism (see chapter 4), they nonetheless promoted the formal and aesthetic 
canoııs of the Modern Movement as the most appropriate expression of the rational­
ist and positivist ideals of Kemalism. Especially the nevv geııeration of architects vvho 
gradııated from the Academy of Fine Arts after its radical svvitch from the classical 
beaux-arts system to modernism became the flag bearers of the Modern Movement, 
or the “Nevv Architecture” (Yeni M im ari), as they preferred to cali it.

In a series of paradigmatic essays published in Mimar, the nevv professional jour­
nal of Turkish architects launched in 1931, Behçet Sabri and Bedrettin Hamdi estab­
lished just such a rhetorical connection betvveen the Kemalist reforms and the Modern 
Movement in architecture. In the first essay, they juxtaposed the title “Mimarlıkta 
İnkilap” (Revoiution in Architecture) vvith a photograph of Le Corbusier’s Villa Savoie 
of 1929 (fig. 2.2), thus linking the canonic forms of the Modern Movement vvith the 
vvord inkilap, vvhich in Turkish collective consciousness is synonymous vvith 
Kemalism.7 This identification vvas further strengthened in the follovv-up essay by an 
explicit analogy betvveen the rejection of “domes, floral ornaments, and tile decora- 
tion” and the rejection of the fez and the Ottoman script in favor of the Western-style 
hat and the Latin alphabet. “There can be no doubt,” concluded Behçet Sabri and 
Bedrettin Hamdi, “that the architecture of the Turkish revoiution [Türk inkilap  
m im arisi] will be an entirely different thing from Ottoman architecture. The domes, 
moldings, and forms of that architecture have become history. There is no return from



M i m a r l ı k t a  i n k ı l â p
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Fig. 2.2. Title page of the 1933 article "Revolution in Architecture" by Behçet Sabri and Bedrettin 
Hamdi, published in Mimar, the professional journal of Turkish architects. The caption for the pho­
tograph of Le Corbusier's Villa Savoie (1929-1931) reads: "The Nevv Architecture vvas not born as 
an ornament; it vvas born out of necessity. İt vvill live on until the day life enters another epoch and 
the human mind comes up vvith another concept of beauty arising out of nevv technical means 
vvhich vvill have been invented then. At that point, the architectural art of today vvill have been ele- 
vated to the next step."

the path of progress. Even to pause along this path means regression.”8 They urged 
the State to provide opportunities, through commissions and competitions, for young 
Turkish architects to demonstrate their commitment to the republic by designing its 
buildings in the progressive spirit of the Kemalist revolution. Thus the conveniently 
ambiguous term inkilap m imarisi collapsed two meanings into one: it signified both 
the Modern Movement (i.e., revolution in architecture) and the particular building 
program of the nevv Kemalist regime in Turkey (i.e., architecture of revolution).

The identification of the Modern Movement vvith a nevv political order or ideol­
ogy vvas by no means unique to Turkey. Modern forms vvere used by revolutionary 
regimes or political systems ranging from fascism in Italy and Stalinism in the Soviet 
Union to Zionism in mandate Palestine during the building of Tel Aviv. It vvas a char- 
acteristic feature of intervvar modernism in many countries, vvhere the scientific and 
Progressive discourse of the Modern Movement legitimated nevv regimes and in turn, 
identifying vvith these nevv regimes, legitimated and benefited the architectural pro-



fession in that great era of State patronage. Retrospectively explaining modernism’s 
alliance with fascism in the 1930s, for example, the Italian architect Ernesto Rogers 
said, “We based ourselves on a syllogism which went roughly thus: Fascism is a revo- 
lııtion, modern architecture is revolutionary, therefore it rnust be the architecture of 
Fascism.”9 Replacing the word “fascism” with “Kemalism,” the same statement could 
have been made by most young Turkish architects of the 1930s, as it was in fact made 
by many in publications of the time. Aptullah Ziya, who visited the M ostra della 
Rivoluzione Fascista of 1932 in Rome, wrote: “Today a new art is born in Italy. With 
the support of the State, it is prospering in the hands of young Italian artists and pro- 
gressing in giant steps. Italians have created a Fascist architecture. The Turkish nation 
has accomplished a revolution much greater and higher than what Fascist Rome calls 
a revolution. But one thing is stili missing. This revolution has not been adorned with 
works of art and architecture.”10

As many other architectural historians have pointed out, there were also prag- 
matic reasons reinforcing the switch from the National Architecture Renaissance to 
modernisin." After decades of war, skilled labor for traditional crafts in stone, nıar- 
ble, and tile decoration was scarce, putting serious constraints on the republican 
buildiııg program. Especially in the aftermath of the economic crisis of 1929, the 
unadorned simplicity and austerity of modern forms became an appealing option, 
with their connotations of rationality and economy of means (vvithout necessarily 
being rational or economical, given the State of the buildiııg industry in Turkey). Yet 
the primary explanation for the enthusiastic reception of modenıism in the Turkish 
architectural establishment of the republic remains an ideological one. The ambigui- 
ty of Ottoman forms in signifying the empire and the nation simultaneously, the very 
reason for their ideological appeal in the 1920s, was no longer appropriate for a State 
intent on dissociating itself radically from its dynastic imperial legacy and its tradi­
tional Islamic culture. Modernism offered precisely the kinci of abstraction and for- 
mal novelty devoid of historical associations that matched this ideological agenda.

The acceptance of the ideological as “natural” permeates many accounts of this 
period in the historiography of modern Turkish architecture. Üstün Alsaç, for exam- 
ple, observes a majör contradiction betvveeıı “the idea of a national style based on tra- 
dition” and “the revolutionary principles of the Kemalist revolution, which sought to 
destroy the old order.” He vvrites: “Traditional architectural elements embodied qual- 
ities that would have kept the symbols and memory of the Ottoman Empire alive. 
Naturally  [my emphasis] this coııld not have been permitted in the initial years of the 
inkilap.”'2 The irony is that it was precisely during the “initial years of the in kilap”—  
the 1920s— that Ottoman motifs and precedents flourished in Turkish architecture, 
for reasons discussed in the previous chapter. It was only in 1931, vvhen the power and 
authority of the RPP were Consolidated and ali form s of opposition suppressed, that 
references to Ottoman culture acquired their negative connotations and the new was 
pitted against the old in every aspect of life.



Th e N e w  against the Old

T h a t  E n l i g h t e n m e n t  n e e d s  its civilizational “other” finds ample 
evidence in the official discourse of the republic in the 1930s. Binary oppositions such 
as anachronism versus progress, tradition versus modernity, and obscurantism versus 
enlightenment were ali embodied in the contrast between the old and the new— a 
prominent theme in the Kemalist culture of the 1930s. The nevv vvas valorized and cel- 
ebrated not only in itself, as a symbol of progress, but more often in juxtaposition 
vvith the contrasting image of the old, novv discredited as the mark of backvvardness. 
In the propaganda posters of the RPP, designed to promote Kemalist reforms, the ped- 
agogical function of the binary opposition betvveen the old and the nevv vvas most evi- 
dent (fig. 2.3). These posters tried to convey, for example, the civilized nature of the
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Fig. 2 .3 . The "old versus nevv" construct in propaganda posters of the Republican People's Party,
1930s. Left: The "difficulty" of the old Arabic script is contrasted vvith the benefits of the nevv script, 
vvhich "made it easier for everyone, young or old, to read and write and triggered the literacy cam- 
paign of the republic." Right: "Revolution in attire and marriage": traditional clothes and Islamic 
polygamy are contrasted vvith the nevv VVestern-style clothes and the nevv civic code banning 
polygamy.



nuclear family in modern, Western-style clothes, juxtaposed vvith the anachronism of 
the traditional, polygamous Muslini man in religious garb, trailed by his veiled wives. 
Or as part of the national campaign for literacy, they promoted the practicality and 
simplicity of the new alphabet, contrasting it vvith the old Ottoman script, the “diffi- 
culty” of vvhich, it vvas argued, made it an emblenı of illiteracy and obscurantism.

The official propaganda publication of the republic, La Turquie Kem aliste (pub­
lished by the Ministry of Interior in French, English, and German, primarily for a for­
eign audience), featured many such juxtapositions as a rhetorical strategem to prove 
the success of the nevv nation in shaking off the “oriental malaise.” Photographs of 
clean, modern school buildings filled vvith healthy children in their school uniforms 
vvere juxtaposed against descriptions of outlavved m edreses  in dilapidated buildings. 
The nevv textile milis, povver plants, dams, and agricultural machinery of the republic 
vvere proudly featured in contrast vvith descriptions of the toiling peasants and crafts- 
men of the old empire. In a Ministry of Interior publication of 1938, enthusiastic 
excerpts from the foreigıı press on the accomplishments of the nevv regirne in Turkey 
were translated and illustrated vvith a series of “before and after” photographs.13 The 
nevv model villages bııilt near Ankara vvere placed next to images of mud-brick huts 
vvith thatched roofs captioned, “The old villages of the empire.” The nevv tree-lined 
boulevards in Ankara vvere contrasted vvith dirt roads and ox-drawn carts, captioned 
“Roads and transportation in the old empire” (fig. 2.4).

There is something about these images that is renıarkably similar to the use of the 
same “old versus nevv” construct for the modernist polenıic in the architectural cul- 
tııre at large in the 1930s. The purity, simplicity, and rationality of modern form vvere 
often contrasted vvith the exuberant, ornamental, and, by implication, aristocratic 
forms of the past— as, for example, in F. R. S. Yorke’s 1934 book The M odern H ouse  
(fig. 2.5). In the professioııal journal of Turkish architects, the Nevv Architecture vvas 
characterized as “open and joyful” (açık  ve sevinçli), in contrast vvith the “obscıırity 
and solemnity or grimness” (anlaşılmaz ve korkulu) of the old architecture.14 The 
choice of modernism över historical styles vvas not simply an aesthetic choice but vvas 
imbued vvith a progressive political message as vvell. In 1936, Norbert Von Bischoff, a 
diplomat of the Austrian embassy in Ankara, commented on this progressive political 
content of modern form when he vvrote about the nevv presidential residence of 
Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, designed by the Austrian architect Clemenz Holzmeister (see 
fig. 5.21). Flattering both the building’s Austrian architect and its Turkish patron, he 
connected the choice of a modern design vvith the democratic spirit of the modern 
age. “Among the leaders of today” he vvrote, “there is only Atatürk who lives in the 
real spaces, furnishings, and technical spirit of the tvventieth century, far avvay from 
the pompousness of a classical or baroque palace.”15

Numerous books by foreign travelers and observers in the 1930s recorded the dra- 
matic changes in Turkey under the nevv regime.16 They expressed opinions ranging 
from the celebratory to the critical or simply nostalgic for the exoticism of the empire. 
Many of them contained the same “old versus nevv” commentaries, sometimes illus-



Fig. 2 .4 . "O ld versus nevv" photographs from a government publication, Republican Turkey through 
Foreign Eyes, 1938. Left: Comparison betvveen "villages of the empire" and "the model village of 
Etimesgut outside Ankara." Right: Comparison of "roads and transportation during the empire" vvith 
"Atatürk Boulevard, Ankara." The modernity, orderliness, and rationality of the second image is 
highlighted in each pair.





Fig. 2 .5 . "O ld versus nevv" as part of the modernist polemic in architectural culture at large. 
A page from F. R. S. Yorke's The M odern H ouse (1934).



trated by the same photographs published in La Turquie Kem aliste. Turkish publica­
tions mentioned and quoted the favorable vievvs of these foreign authors on every 
occasion. The republican need for self-affirmation through Western eyes appears to 
have been Central to the cultural and political consciousness of the period. Conversely, 
any hint of nostalgia on the part of foreigners for the traditional culture and archi­
tecture of the Ottoman Empire vvas vehemently resented by representatives of the 
republic and by most educated Turks, underscoring the anti-orientalist premises of 
Kemalism.17 Modern architecture and urbanism vvere, by definition, the most potent 
visible symbols of this desire to create a nevv and thoroughly modern nation. That Le 
Corbusier lost a majör urban commission in Turkey vvhen he suggested that the 
Turkish government spare the old vvooden houses of İstanbul from any modern inter- 
vention illustrates the strength of these republican sentiments. In a much later inter- 
view, Le Corbusier recollected: “If I had not committed the most strategic mistake of 
my life in the letter I vvrote to Atatürk, I would be planning the beautiful city of 
İstanbul, instead of my competitor Henri Prost. In this notorious letter, I foolishly rec- 
ommended to the greatest revolutionary hero of a nevv nation to leave İstanbul as it 
vvas, in the dirt and dust of centııries.” 18

Ironically, it vvas the “dirt and dust” of old İstanbul against vvhich the nevvness 
and cleanliness of Ankara vvere celebrated as a republican icon. The “old versus nevv” 
construct vvas employed exteıısively in visual and literary representatioııs of Ankara. 
İstanbul, the city that had been the seat of imperial power and religious authority for 
five centııries, was delegated to serve as Ankara’s “other” in every respect. Not only in 
architectural and urban terms but also in terms of less visible qualities, “the purity, 
moral superiority, and idealisin” of the nevv Capital vvere contrasted vvith “the imperi­
al and dynastic traditions, the cosmopolitan contamination and decadence” of 
İstanbul.19 During the heightened nationalism and anticosmopolitanism of the 1940s, 
these sentiments grevv even stronger, as illustrated by a 1943 issue of La Turquie 
Kem aliste that proclaimed, “Ankara is a city of the future, İstanbul is a city of the 
past.” In one passage, addressed to a foreign audience, the negative tone of the refer- 
ences to the ethnic mix of İstanbul is particularly symptomatic of Ankara’s national­
ist position at the time:

The average visitor vvho has spent a few days rushing from Hagia Sophia to the Great Walls 
and quickly around the old Hippodrome goes home to teli the folks about Turkey. He is no bet- 
ter equipped than the stay-at-homes vvho get their ideas out of novels about the sultans. For in 
İstanbul he has probably eaten Russian food, got his vievvs on the government from a Greek 
porter, been guided by an Armenian courier, and concentrated exclusively on the relics of a past 
novv intentionally forgotten by the average Turk, vvho looks ahead to better days. He vvho real- 
ly vvants to knovv the Turkey of today and tomorrovv should take the first train for Ankara.20

Ankara vvas declared the Capital of the nevv Turkish republic on 13 October 1923, 
in a dramatic historical decision to distance the nevv regime from its Ottoman past.



From the start of the nationalist struggle in 1919 until the abolition of the caliphate 
in 1924, Turkey had been, in essence, “a country vvith two capitals: the çenter of İslam 
in İstanbul and the çenter of the state in Ankara.”21 Until about 1927 there vvas sub- 
stantial opposition to the idea of Ankara as the Capital. The urban historian Gönül 
Tankut appreciates the soundness of Mustafa KemaPs intuitions in calculating the 
importance of a “çenter of gravity” for the distribution of the services of justice, edu­
cation, and health. She challenges the theory that Ankara was not actually “selected” 
but that the war government simply stayed in Ankara, making it a de facto Capital.22 
With or vvithout deliberation, the selection and construction of Ankara as a modern 
Capital became a national saga feeding the republican imagination.

References to Ankara in official and popular publications of the time as “the heart 
of the nation” (ulusun kalbi) point to more than the geographical centrality of its 
location vvithin the boundaries of modern Turkey. It vvas a povverful metaphor for the 
organic unity of the nation, as in the other nationalist slogan of becoming “one body, 
one heart.” Another metaphor for Ankara, derived from the city’s strategic impor­
tance during the nationalist war, vvas that of a benevolent mother who gave birth to 
the Turkish republic. The latter, in turn, became “a grateful offspring dutifully caring 
for her: adorning her arid land and poor neighborhoods vvith beautiful buildings and 
glorious institutioııs, vvith modern construction, wide boulevards, and public squares 
vvith monuments and statues.” 23 Designating it “a European city in Asia,” a 1936 arti­
cle proudly stated: “The construction of Ankara has effectively transformed the map 
of Europe. We can novv claim that Europe starts in Ankara. Was not this the purpose 
of our revolution”?24

Many scholars vvriting about the politics of urban design discuss hovv planned 
capitals such as Ankara, Brasilia, and Islamabad are conceived, before everything else, 
as expressions of the pride and hard vvork of nation building and thus cannot possi- 
bly derive their image and character from an existing city.25 The less there is on site, 
the greater the pride and glory in making the capital “out of nothing,” as a popular 
school song about Ankara goes in Turkey. Perhaps the most heroic visual expression 
of this is an image from La Turquie Kem aliste that depicts a utopian city of abstract, 
geoınetric buildings reminiscent of avant-garde constructivist tectonics (fig. 2.6). At 
the corner of the image, a rugged and empty mountain site is shovvn as if to empha- 
size the emergence of this utopian city out of the bare land. Ankara’s ovvn insignifi- 
cant past conveniently allovved republican modernizers to perceive and portray it as a 
tabula rasa upon vvhich their grand vision could be implemented.

Ankara vvas not a tabula rasa, to be sure. The city around the citadel area had 
lived through flourishing times, once in the Roman period and again in the seven- 
teenth century during the Ottoman Empire. In her poignant critique of the modern­
izers’ disregard for the traditional local population of the city, Zeynep Kezer 
emphasizes the “duality” in early republican Ankara that vvas obscured by the more 
canonic representations of the modern capital. “Lurking behind its picturesque 
imagery and legendary conception,” she vvrites, “behind the strip development of
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Fig. 2 .6 . "Ankara Construit." Modernist aesthetic of cubic blocks representing the new Capital. 

Illustration from La Turquie Kemaliste, April 1935.



institutional buildings and ostentatious villas neatly lined up along its main boule- 
vard, there vvas another Ankara. This vvas an Ankara missing from its representations; 
an Ankara that seldom, if ever, appeared as a context from vvhich the discourse and 
images about the nevv Capital vvere dravvn.” 26 Indeed, in contemporaneous publica- 
tions, references to the “malaria-ridden tovvn,” to dusty or muddy streets, and to the 
“dim light of kerosene lamps at night” often functioned as backdrops to highlight the 
achievements of the republic in building a modern city in contrast to what existed 
before.

The ethos of nevv Ankara vvas intimately connected vvith the vvork of foreign 
architects and planners who vvere invited to the country, starting vvith the German 
planner Hermann Jansen (1869-1947), who won the international competition for the 
Ankara master plan in 1927. Nine years later, an article in a popular magazine 
observed: “For the first time in four thousand years of Turkish history, houses are not 
huddled around the citadel seeking refuge from it. Ankara is spreading dovvn belovv, 
along the wide plain and according to a comprehensive urban plan, supervised for the 
last seven years by Professor Jansen.” 27 Appropriately titled “How Old Ankara Is 
Becoming Younger,” the article vvas illustrated vvith the sketch of a traditional vvood- 
en house and, facing it on the opposite page, a photograph of one of the nevv “cubic” 
apartment buildings along Atatürk Boulevard, vvith obvious pride in the latter. 
Paradoxically, it vvas not the modernist urbanism of Le Corbusier but aesthetic and 
preservationist principles of urban design going back to Camillo Sitte in the 1880s 
that informed Jansen’s master plan of Ankara. This vvas most evident in his concern 
for and attention to the historical fabric of the “old city” around the citadel. The over- 
all absence of a land-use and planning policy in the government program, hovvever, 
soon plagued Jansen’s plan, and vvhen his propositions against land speculation 
proved unpopular among influential people close to the government, his contract vvas 
terminated in 1939.28

After approval of the Jansen plan in 1932, other prominent European architects 
vvere invited to vvork in making the “nevv” face of Ankara. N ot only does their vvork 
constitute the topic of numerous studies beyond the scope of this book,29 but it also 
provided the official icons of modernism endlessly reproduced in publications, photo­
graphs, and postcards of the 1930s. First, as the foremost shovvcase of the nevv 
regime’s modernity, the entire Government Complex vvas commissioned to the 
Austrian architect Clemenz Holzmeister (1886—1983). Culminating at the Grand 
National Assembly, the Government Complex vvas conceived as a triangular 
superblock on the southernmost end of the “nevv Ankara” (Yenişehir), the place far- 
thest removed from the old Ankara of the citadel area (fig. 2.7). Second, in the same 
years during vvhich Holzmeister vvas designing the Government Complex, the Svviss 
architect Ernst Egli (1893-1974) vvas brought in to transform architectural education 
at the Academy of Fine Arts along modernist principles, as I vvill take up in chapter 4.

In addition to Egli and Holzmeister, some of the most prominent veterans of 
Weimar Germany vvere also invited to vvork in Turkey, including M artin Wagner,



Fig. 2 .7 . Cover page of La Turquie 

Moderne, 1 November 1935, featuring 
the nevv project for the Government 
Complex in Ankara by Clemenz 
Holzmeister. The triangular superblock 
of ministries cıılminates vvith the Crand 
National Assembly at the far end of the 
Central axis.

Bruno Taut, Martin Elsaesser, Franz Hillinger, Wilhelm Lihotzky, and Margarete 
Schütte-Lihotzky. N ot just in architecture and planning but in ali fields of higher edu­
cation and professional expertise, foreigners became the true “architects” of Kemalist 
Turkey as the vvorld drew closer to another majör war. After 1933, more than tvvo hun- 
dred German, Austrian, and Svviss professors, including sorne forty architects and 
planners, vvorked in Turkey as teachers, administrators, and consultants, playing key 
roles in the establishment or improvement of majör university departments in Ankara 
and İstanbul.’0 Although the majority of these vvere refugees (mostly, though not 
exclusively, Jevvish) who opposed the National Socialist regime in Germany, the 
Turkish government also contacted the Reich officially, inviting German professors to 
vvork in Turkish institutions.

At a time when the entire infrastructure of university education vvas being assem- 
bled by foreign professors invited by the republican regime, buildings of higher edu­
cation became the fîrst and highly celebrated examples of European modernism in 
Ankara, most of them lined up along prestigious Atatürk Boulevard. The most sig- 
nificant modern buildings of higher education vvere designed vvithin the architectural 
office of the Ministry of Education (Maarif Vekaleti), perhaps the most important 
state department through vvhich modernism vvas introduced into Turkey. Regine 
Erichsen notes that a key figüre in the architectural progressivism of the ministry vvas 
the director of higher education, Cevat Dursunoğlu, who served as a cultural attache 
in Berlin betvveen 1933 and 1935 and played a key role in the invitations to M artin  
Wagner and Hans Poelzig.’1 Hans Poelzig (1869-1936) died before he made it to 
Turkey, but M artin Wagner spent many years there as a teacher, planner, and consult-
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ant to the Turkish government. Both Ernst Egli and later Bruno Taut (1880-1938) 
directed the Ministry of Education’s architectural office, vvhich became a supplemen- 
tal training ground for the students they taught at the academy.

Ernst Egli’s most significant school buildings in Ankara vvere the State 
Conservatory of Music (1927-1928), the Higher Agricultural Institute (1928), the 
Commercial Lycee (1930), the İsmet Paşa Girls’ Institute (1930), and the Faculty of 
Political Sciences (1935—1936). These vvere vvidely published in Turkish and German 
architectural magazines and vvere praised as the first examples of the “Nevv 
Architecture” (Yeni M im ari) in Turkey.32 In these projects, Egli established the basic 
and most recognizable features of German modernism that became the trademark of 
republican Ankara— namely, flat roofs used partly as terraces, plain surfaces, borders 
around windows or continuous window silis, and the use of tali colonnades for 
entrances (fig. 2.8). In the State Conservatory of Music, Egli arranged the school 
around a Central courtyard vvith a colonnade on three sides in a gesture that can be 
connected to his appreciation of regional vernacular architecture (see chapter 6). In 
the Higher Agricultural Institute he used an L-shaped layout, again vvith a tali colon­
nade marking the entrance to the administration wing on the Central axis of the cam- 
pus. His tvvo buildings along Atatürk Boulevard, the Commercial Lycee and the İsmet 
Paşa Girls’ Institute, vvere less classicized in their formal expression, vvith a more 
“modern” composition of horizontals and verticals, rounded corners, and asymmet- 
rical arrangements.

Bruno Taut’s reputation as a school builder is even more remarkable, considering 
the short tvvo years he spent in Turkey before his untimely death in December 1938. 
In addition to his most prominent vvork, the Faculty of Humanities in Ankara (1937), 
he also designed and built, together vvith Franz Hillinger, Cebeci and Atatürk high 
schools in Ankara, Cumhuriyet Girls’ High School in İzmir, and Boys’ High School in 
Trabzon, ali during 1937-1938 (fig. 2.9). The Faculty of Humanities is an impressive, 
austere building vvith square vvindovvs punched över the entire facade, vvhich is fin- 
ished in stone and topped vvith an inscription of Atatiirk’s famous vvords: “Hayatta en 
hakiki mürşit ilimdir” (The true guide in life is Science). The asymmetrical entrance 
canopy vvith its rounded vvall and single corner column offers a more modern accent 
in an othervvise heavy and classical-looking building. The use of alternating stone and 
brick courses on the elevations of the auxiliary block is an important if subtle testi- 
mony to Taut’s reverence for the traditional building practices of Ottoman architec­
ture— in this case the Ottoman vvalling technique.33

What is important to note is that vvhat these architects of German and Central 
European origin brought to Turkey vvas an austere, heavy, and offîcial-looking mod­
ernism. It is difficult to categorize this architecture as belonging to “international 
style” or the Modern Movement as disseminated by Le Corbusier and the Inter­
national Congress of Modern Architecture (CIAM) in Europe. The latter entailed a 
much lighter aesthetic, vvith large glazed areas in conjunction vvith Steel or reinforced 
concrete frames— an aesthetic different from that of the heavy colonnades, stone fac-



Fig. 2 .8 . Buildings of higher education in Ankara by Ernst Egli, the first majör European architect to 
introduce the "Nevv Architecture" to Turkey. Top: Higher Agricultural Institute (1928). Middle: State 
Conservatory of Music (1927-1928). Bottom : İsmet Paşa Girls' Institute (1930).



Fig. 2 .9. Buildings of higher education by Bruno Taut. Top: Faculty of Humanities, Ankara 
(1937-1938). Bottom: Boys' High School, Trabzon (1937-1938).



ing, and small window openings of the buildings in Ankara. The “nevvness” of 
Ankara’s modernism rested not in any visible connection to the aesthetic canons of 
the Modern Movement but simply in its being vvhat the old vvas not. Ankara’s new 
buildings vvere technically more advanced and “scientifîcally designed,” vvhich often 
meant an emphasis on functional and programmatic considerations and, most con- 
spicuously, an absence of ornament and stylistic motif. M ost historians of modern 
Turkish architecture dravv attention to the specific features of this German or “Vien- 
nese” school, pointing out the difficulty of considering its buildings “true representa- 
tives of the Modern Movement.”34 Others, hovvever, use the terms “international style” 
and “rationalist-functionalist architecture” interchangeably to designate the modern 
buildings of nevv Ankara in the broadest sense. Such broad usage of these terms over- 
looks the fact that despite international polemics by CIAM to the contrary, modern 
architecture vvas far from being monolithic in the 1930s.

In addition to educational institutions, a number of parks, sports facilities, and 
places of public recreation vvere bııilt in Ankara in the 1930s that also became urban 
and architectural icons of republican modernity. As in other nationalist contexts of 
the time, Italy and Germany in particular, early republican cultııre vvas permeated by 
a strong cult of youth and health. The idealized qualities of being “young” and 
“healthy” signified a state that had successfully broken ties vvith “the old  empire” or 
“the sick man of Europe,” as the Ottoman Empire vvas knovvn in the niııeteenth cen- 
tury. Ankara vvas the ultimate embodiment of youth and health, and these attributes 
found their more literal spatial expression in places of public recreation and collective 
sports where the regeneration of the body and, in turn, of the nation vvas to take 
place. Of these, the “19 May Sports Stadium,”35 the appropriately named Youth Park 
(Gençlik Parkı), the Atatürk model farnı and forest (Atatürk Orman Çiftliği), and the 
picnic grounds of the Çubuk Dam outside the city are particularly representative pub­
lic spaces of the 1930s. They carried an important ritualistic funetion above and 
beyond providing sports facilities or simply offering access to nature. For example, the 
stadium (1934-1936), designed by the Italian architect Paolo Vietti Violi, vvas the stage 
for many celebrations of national holidays, most symbolically the “Youth and Sports 
Holiday” of 19 May, vvhen male and female students paraded in their shorts and con- 
dııcted exercises in athletics and gymnastics (fig. 2.10). In a published deseription of 
the project, Vietti Violi touched upon the militaristic connotations of sports activities 
in the 1930s: the stadium complex vvas “a grandiose and exceptional program that 
necessitated the creation of a wide road for military parades.”36

Youth Park (1936-1937), located aeross from the stadium along Station Avenue 
(istasyon Caddesi), vvas conceived as a large urban park vvith an artificial lake to pro- 
vide much-needed greenery and vvater in arid Ankara (fig. 2.11). Initially conceived 
under Jansen’s 1934 plan, it was then modified by the landscape architect and planner 
Theo Leveau, who vvorked for the Ministry of Public Works. The enthusiasm for this 
visionary project and its conception as a modern public space for popular recreation



were described in the 1935 issue of Jou rn al o f  Public 
W orks (N afıa isleri M ecmuasi) as follovvs:

T he lake, vvith its Central spout shooting vvater up to a height 

o f 30 rneters, the pools, and the artificial vvaterfalls will pro- 

vide an attractive view. The rose garden to the north o f the 

lake will be an intim ate and enchanting place to stroll and 

relax. To the east o f the lake, a spacious area is reserved for 

popular gatherings and entertainm ent. A luxurious restau- 

rant-casino vvith a spectacular vievv will be constructed on the 

small island in the lake, accessible by tvvo footbridges. A play- 

ground, a svvimming pool for children, a popular ca fe-tea  gar­

den, and an open am phitheater will adorn the periphery o f 

the lake. An aviary, an English garden, and a large greenhouse 

will com plete the pro ject.37

Fig. 2 .10 . Nationalist cult 
of youth and health: 
gymnastics and sports 
performances in the "19 
May Sports Stadium" in 
Ankara (1936), designed 
by the Italian architect 
Paolo Vietti Violi. The cita- 
del of old Ankara is visi- 
ble in the distance. The 
photograph was taken 
from the covered seating 
area, vvhich vvas protect- 
ed by a cantilevered, 
reinforced-concrete 
canopy. Contemporary 
postcard published by 
the Ministry of Interior 
Press Office.

M ost of these items vvere built in the late 1930s; an 
amusement park vvas added to the initial schenıe, and 
the entire park was inaugurated on the 19 May holiday 
of 1943. Serving as what Zeynep Uludağ calls “a school 
for socializing the people into modern citizens,” the
park vvas a stage set for vveekend outings of Ankara families vvho could sit in the tea 
gardens, stroll in the park, or enjoy the artificial lake in small rovvboats. Youth Park 
remains, to this day, one of the most popular legacies of republican spatial practices. 
The “luxurious restaurant-casino” on the artificial island vvas not built in Youth Park 
as intended, but the same idea vvas implemented at Çubuk Dam outside Ankara,



vvhich became another popular public space for recre- 
ation, picnicking, and entertainment. İts restaurant- 
casino building, particularly spectacular at the time, 
became the gathering place of mixed-gender crovvds for 
elegant dining and entertainment (fig. 2.12). The larger 
significance of Çubuk Dam as a Symbol of the techno- 
logical conquest of nature and thus of the republic’s suc­
cess in building its modernist utopia is taken up in more 
detail in chapter 3.

The Atatürk model farm and forest, established as a 
model State enterprise for agriculture (vineyards, 
orchards, vegetable gardens, poultry, and dairy), indus- 
try (brevvery, soda, ice cream), and commerce, vvas also 
conceived as a popular place for recreation, picnicking, 
and family entertainment. Ernst Egli designed the brevv­
ery (1933-1934), the brevvery vvorkers’ housing, and a 
public bath (1936-1938), as vvell as the farm residence of Atatürk (M armara Köşkü, 
1930). “Dreaming of the vvelfare of the people he loved,” as La Turquie Kem aliste stat- 
ed it,39 Atatürk personally supervised the maintenance of the tree-shaded promenades 
and the management of the parks, restaurants, cafes, svvimming pool, and zoological 
garden, ali contained within the farm ’s grounds. Scientific methods of farming, the 
planting of an evergreen forest in the middle of the arid Anatolian plateau, and mod­

Fig. 2 .1 1 . Site plan of 
Youth Park in Ankara 
(1935), the paradigmatic 
national space for public 
recreation, vvith its large 
artificial lake in the mid­
dle. The park vvas initially 
conceived by Hermann 
Jansen in his 1934 master 
plan for Ankara and then 
vvas modified by the 
landscape architect and 
plannerTheo Leveau for 
the Ministry of Public 
Works.



ern irrigation techniques vvere patriotic themes in the 
1930s. They represented the idealized acts of taming the 
vvilderness, mastering nature, and ultimately reclaiming 
the land as national property. İt should be noted that 
these vvere the same themes that mobilized other nation­
alist regimes and movemeııts at the time, motivating 
projects ranging from the draining of the Agro Pontina 
marshes in Fascist Italy to the Zionist utopia of redeem- 
ing and settling the land of Palestine.

In the more typical tendency of architectural histo­
ry to focus on the modern buildings of the 1930s, it is 
frequently overlooked that popular public spaces— par­
ticularly recreational parks and municipal gardens (belediye bahçesi)— played an 
equally significant role in nation building. If not to the scale and scope of Ankara’s 
Youth Park, many other republican cities acquired similar public spaces and urban 
infrastructures during the 1930s. Izmir’s Kültürpark (1936), which became the site of 
the İzmir International Fair (see chapter 3), had many featııres similar to those of 
Youth Park in Ankara, including an artificial lake vvith an island for “a casino and 
dancing platform.” Individual architectural tropes like these “island casinos” vvarrant 
separate and more extensive study, because they vvere povverful expressions of the 
republican vision of a thoroughly Westernized, mixed-gender public, dining in style, 
listening to jazz bands, and dancing vvithout inhibition. These spaces, many of vvhich 
stili bear their original aesthetic and environmental qualities, had important demo- 
cratic implications even vvhen actııal access to the more refined establishments 
remained the province of a small elite. Postcards of many Turkish cities in the 1930s 
testify to the extent to vvhich such public spaces, vvith their pools, meticulous land-

Fig- 2.12. The restaurant- 
casino of Çubuk Dam 
outside Ankara (1936). 
The curving modernist 
form cantilevered över 
the water alludes to the 
"ocean-liner aesthetic" of 
the 1930s common to 
comparable buildings of 
the Modern Movement in 
Europe.



scaping, casinos, tea gardens, zoos, and amusement parks, became truly “popular” 
spaces where people of ali ages, classes, and genders came to stroll, to see, and to be 
seen (fig. 2.13). The presence of vvomen in these public places vvas in itself a celebrat- 
ed theme, “a gendering of the modern” underscoring the Kemalists’ pride in having 
liberated Turkish vvomen from the oppressive seclusion of tradition.

Fig. 2 .13. Contemporary postcards of municipal parks (belediye parkı) in Samsun (top) and Mersin 
(bottom)— a repeatable and recognizable national image throughout Anatolia. Geometrically 
shaped pools vvith vvater jets, carefully delineated flovver beds, regularly planted trees, lamp posts, 
and benches vvere characteristic features of these public parks, vvhich often lay close by the more 
formal "republic squares" (cumhuriyet meydanı) vvith their government buildings and Atatürk statues.



Gendering the Modern

B y  c h a r a c t e r i z i n g  t h e  Ottoman past as static, corrupt, backward, 
and fatalist, republican culture employed, in effect, the same orientalist tropes that 
Europeans had used över the centuries, only this time in order to transcend them vvith 
the spirit of its own revolution. It is therefore not surprising that the tvvo primary sym- 
bols of republican modernity were both visualized as direct responses to tvvo corre- 
sponding themes in typical orientalist representations. The first, as already discussed, 
vvas the construction of Ankara as a modern Capital, vvhich sought to counteract ori­
entalist images of İstanbul, city of the sultans, vvith their associated connotations of 
imperial decline and decay. The second vvas the idealized image of the nevv Kemalist 
vvoman, vvhich vvould undo exotic fantasies of the Ottoman harem. A nıımber of cover 
illustrations for the republican vveekly Yedigün are particularly interesting. İmages of 
modern, Western-looking vvomen (collaged from European publications) vvere super- 
imposed upon background images of old İstanbul (fig. 2.14). The nevv vvoman facing 
the beholder vvas healthy and young; the city behind her vvas ancient and aging. The 
spatial or architectural link betvveen the tvvo images— an open vvindovv or an iron grili 
like those found in traditional Ottoman architecture— introduces a further layer of 
signifîcation that can be read as either a connection or a separation, or both.

A 1930 editorial in the nationalist publication Türk Yurdu, vvith the self-explana- 
tory title “The Difference betvveen the Old System of Government and the Republic,” 
illustrates the vvorkings of the “old versus nevv” construct in a chain of associatioııs 
that runs through politics, vvomen, and architecture.40 Whereas the article is about the 
shift in the political system from dynastic empire to republic, the tvvo pairs of photo­
graphs printed on facing pages show the tvvo majör symbols of this shift vvithout any 
reference to them in the text. In one pair, the dilapidated vvooden buildings of the old 
Ankara citadel area are shovvn next to the nevv Atatürk Boulevard, then ıınder con­
struction. In the other pair, a veiled vvoman of the Ottoman Empire is juxtaposed vvith 
a “liberated” vvoman of the republic, dressed in a stravv hat, pleated skirt, and high- 
heeled shoes. Throughout the 1930s, modern architecture, modern Ankara, and mod­
ern vvomen vvere connected in republican consciousness, and ali three vvere associated 
vvith the qualities of beauty, youth, health, and progress— the qualities specifically ide­
alized by the Kemalist inkilap  and repeatedly juxtaposed vvith their old coıınterparts.

With this we can turn our attention from Ankara to the other majör symbol of 
republican modernity, the Kemalist vvoman. The centrality of vvomen for the Kemalist 
project of modernity, the importance attached to their education and participation in 
public life, is the topic of numerous studies and publications.41 The ideologically 
charged contrast betvveen the old and the nevv vvas novvhere as strong as in the image 
and position of the nevv Kemalist vvoman in society, in the aftermath of the nevv civil 
code of 1926. In spite of the code’s inadequacies and double standards from today’s 
perspectives, it vvas as progressive as its Western models vvere at the time. It abolished



Fig. 2 .1 4 . Cover illustration from Yedigün, a popular weekly family magazine of the mid-1930s. İn 
a number of successive issues, in a literal representation of the "old versus nevv" construct, images 
of VVestern-looking modern vvomen vvere collaged against a background of vievvs of İstanbul.



polygamy, prevented child marriage, and, even when it remained on paper, granted 
vvomen the right to chose their spouses, initiate divorce, inherit, and maintain prop- 
erty.42 With this majör legal reform, the ground vvas prepared for the increased 
presence of vvomen in various professions and, perhaps more significantly, in public 
space, a challenge to the orientalist stereotype of secluded Müslim vvomen in private 
interiors.

The current feminist critique of the Kemalist reforms is a compelling one: it holds 
that these reforms were essentially a paternalistic program casting vvomen as objects 
of nationalist modernization rather than as subjects in their own lives— as individuals 
vvith unique capacities and desires. Nonetheless, this does not alter the progressiveness 
of the reforms as vievved in their ovvn time, especially by vvomen themselves, who felt 
empowered by their nevv rights and nevv visibility in public life. In 1931, in her book 
The Turkish Woman, dedicated to “the great leader A tatürk,” the feminist vvriter and 
founding member of the Women’s Association (Kadınlar Birliği), Nezihe Muhittin, 
described the contrast betvveen “old and nevv vvomen” as follows:

W hat vvas the wonıan of fifteen years ago but a “m onster” both in appearance and in person- 

ality? Today’s vvoman is civilized: civilized in the way she looks, civilized in the way she thinks.

. . . The vvoman vvho, only yesterday, vvas nothing other than a cook and a nursing mother, 

today finds ali the professions avvaiting her vvith open doors. She vvho yesterday vvould consid- 

er going to the doctor an em barrassm ent and a sin is today a doctor herself. She vvho could not 

put two vvords together vvithout svveating and blushing under her veil is proudly seated at the 

judge’s bench today. . . . Yesterday and today . . . we can multiply these exam ples indefinitely.43

Representations of vvomen in photographs, paintings, and posters of the 1930s 
constitute a rich source of documentary evidence for the stııdy of republican moder- 
nity in general. What is important for the discussion here is the prominent spatial and 
architectural component of the republican discourse on vvomen. images of modern 
vvomen, like images of modern buildings (and often the two were juxtaposed), vvere 
visible proofs of the success of the nevv nation in dissociating itself from the O tto­
man past. Among the most canonic photographs of the Kemalist inkilap  are those 
of unveiled women in educational and professional settings— as students, artists, 
lawyers, doctors, even aviators (fig. 2 .15; also see fig. 3.12). There vvere also photo­
graphs of women in the public spaces of parks, sports events, fairs, and national hol- 
idays. İmages of modern vvomen as inhabitants of modern spaces vvere preferred 
propaganda statements.

The idealized qualities of the nevv vvoman— simplicity, health, youth, unadorned 
beauty, practicality, and, most importantly, a “scientific” vvorldvievv— vvere precisely 
the same attributes for vvhich modern architecture vvas celebrated. The topic of health 
and hygiene, for example, vvas an obsession of national proportions in representations 
of republican modernity. Scientific explanations about environmental and personal 
hygiene vvere proposed to justify the looks of both buildings and people in conformi-



Fig. 2 .1 5 . Photographs of the "nevv 
Kemalist vvoman" in different 
professions— medicine (top) and 
the arts (bottom)— from La Turquie 

Kemaliste, February 1939. Such 
images vvere circulated extensively 
in official publicity material as 
testimonies to the success of the 
nevv republic in liberatingTurkish 
vvomen.



ty with Western models. For example, republican arguments against the veiling of the 
women often resorted to factors o f rationality and healthiness, the same reasoning 
upon vvhich the modernist polemic vvas condııcted in architecture, including many 
Turkish versions o f the Corbusean quest for sun, air, ventilation, and greenery. Along 
with the common anti-orientalist, image-conscious, and “civilizational” objections to 
veiling, there vvere strictly technical objections on grounds of hygiene and aesthetics. 
An essay titled “When Will İstanbul Be Free o f the Veil?” by a medical doctor, Ali 
Rıdvan, illustrates the point, vvhich vvas further strengthened by the authority o f its 
author’s profession:

T h e  veil: this b lack  ro be  o f  d ea th . If  only p eople knew  hovv h azard o u s it is for w om en. T h is  

b lack  c lo th  w hich b lo ck s ali the  healthy  rays o f the sun and tran sm its only its heat is the enem y 

o f  health . İts co lo r  and its u n aesth etic  shape are ad d itio n al o ffenses to  the sight. W hen you add 

to  ali o f  these the face  veil, vvhich rem inds one o f  the to rtu res o f  the In q ııis itio n , the creatu re 

su fferin g  inside this elected  p rison  has to  be the o b je c t  less o f  o u r pity than  ou r anger.44

In popular publications o f the time there vvere many direct associations betvveen 
images of modern vvomen and images of modern architecture, both contrasted vvith 
their traditional counterparts. For example, in 1934 the popular vveekly Yedigün fea- 
tured “a cubic building,” just completed to house the offices of the İstanbul daily Son 
Posta, vvith the follovving commentary: “it is adjacent to the old Zaptiye building, a 
huge block, its vvidth, mass, and color reminding one of old-time bans [office build­
ings] designed by unschooled architects. The nevv and elegant ‘cubic’ building of Son 
Posta rising in its shadovv is like a delicate and charming young girl standing next to a 
motherly, awkward, and stupid old vvoman.”45 In this case “the delicate and charming 
young girl” vvas a small, two-story building vvith an asymmetrical entry, a flat roof, 
and a modernist volumetric com position, designed by the prominent early republican 
architect Aptullah Ziya.46

In another issue of the same magazine, proudly contrasted vvith “the poor veiled 
vvomen of the empire, secluded behind vvindovv screens,” the physician Bayan Saadet, 
a young vvoman radiologist, vvas featured vvith the subtitle, “The Woman D octor Who 
Commissioned an Apartment Building.”47 The photo montage shovved Bayan Saadet 
(head uncovered, blouse vvith an open neckline) posing in front of a distinctly modern 
apartment building (flat roof, curving corners, cantilevered balconies) appropriately 
named after her profession: the Röntgen Apartmanı (fig. 2.16). Published earlier in a 
1933 issue of the architectural magazine M im ar,4* the Röntgen apartment building 
vvas the vvork of Zeki Sayar, the editör o f M im ar  and designer o f numerous modern 
villas and apartments in İstanbul. Whereas the architectural magazine emphasized the 
“scientific, rational, and modern” qualities o f the building in technical language, the 
Yedigün article vvas focused on its female patron.

The identification of modern architecture vvith the nevv Kemalist vvoman vvas not 
just a matter of symbolic association. In a more literal and directly architectural “gen- 
dering of the m odern,” nevv buildings for the education of vvomen vvere often



Fig. 2 .16 . Identification of modern architecture 
vvith modern vvomen. 111ustration from Yedigün,

August 1935, featuring a distinctly modern 
apartment building in Kadıköy, İstanbul (1933, 
designed by Zeki Sayar), and the building's 
female client, Bayan Saadet, a medical doctor 
and modern woman representing the ideals of 
Kemalist Turkey.

Bayan Sa a d e t  ve K adıkoyU n dekl  m eşhur Röntgen  
-------------------------------------------------------------------  « p a r t ım a m

designed and built in a conspicuously modernist aesthetic. As vvomen’s appearance 
and visibility became the primary symbol of the Kemalist inkilap, educational build­
ings for vvomen became the most representative structures of the Nevv Architecture in 
the early republic. For example, Margarete Schiitte-Lihotzky’s unbuilt scheme for an 
extension of the Girls’ Lycee in Ankara exemplified the boldness and optimism of the 
repııblic’s modernist vision in architecture (fig. 2.17):49 It consisted of a circular struc- 
ture contaiııing an assembly hail on the lower level and reading and music rooms 
above. The circular form was supported by a ring of reinforced concrete colıımns and 
vvas connected to the existing building by a glass corridor. A single-story wing of six 
classrooms vvas attached to this pavilion at the lower level, along a tree-lined prome- 
nade. The project suggested that not only vvere the young vvomen of the republic dif­
ferent from their mothers, but so vvere the buildings vvithin vvhich they vvere educated 
and socialized into Kemalist ideals.

Among the defining institutions of the republic vvere the girls’ institııtes (kız 
enstitüleri), or vocational sehools. In 1927, Western education experts vvere invited to 
Turkey, and in 1928-1929, upon the recommendation of the Devvey report, girls’ insti- 
tutes vvere founded under the Ministry of Education. Althoııgh desegregated basic 
education for every child became the centerpiece of republican nationalism, girls’ 
institutes became the paradigm of “good education” for the daughters of middle-class 
families. By 1940 there vvere about thirty-five girls’ institutes in different cities and 
sixty-five evening girls’ vocational sehools (akşam kız sanat okulları) open to older 
vvomen past the normal school age.M) The purpose of these sehools vvas to make



enlightened wives, mothers, and homemakers out of 
Turkish girls at a time when cultural and societal sanc- 
tions against women’s working oııtside the home were 
stili strong, despite the Kemalist reforms’ official en- 
dorsement and encouragement of it.

In chapter 5, I will have more to say about the role 
of these institutes in making modern wives and mothers, 
traiııed in the latest, most effıcient and “scientific” meth- 
ods of housekeeping. Although no comprehensive study 
of the architecture of girls’ institutes exists, published 
examples such as the İsmet İnönü Girls’ Institute in 
Manisa in vvestern Turkey show the association of girls’ 
education with distinctly modern buildings (fig. 2 .1 8 ).'1 
Another example, the Ali Çetinkaya Girls’ Institute in 
Afyon (1937—1938), included in İnci Aslanoğlu’s survey 
of early republican architecture, confirms the pervasive- 
ness of modernist formal gestures (horizontal window 
bands, circular windows, cantilevered balconies) in these buildings.'2 One paradig- 
matic example that occupies special status as a republican icon of modernity is the 
İsmet Paşa Girls’ Institute in Ankara, designed by Ernst Egli and inaugurated in 1930 
vvith much publicity and media coverage. It is a four-story building vvith a balanced 
composition consisting of a horizontally accentuated facade flanked on the two ends 
by vertical stair shafts, along vvith a flat roof, rounded balconies, and continuous win- 
dovv silis— a characteristic expression of the modernist aesthetic as it vvas adapted in

Fig. 2 .1 7 . Perspective 
dravving of an unbuilt 
project for an annex to 
the Girls' Lycee in 
Ankara by Margarete 
Schütte-Lihotzky (1938). 
The project, consisting of 
the circular building 
(assembly hail, music 
and reading rooms) and 
the single-story class- 
rooın wing attached to it, 
vvas connected to the 
existing Lycee by a 
glazed corridor.



Turkey (see fig. 2.8). Photographs of the front and rear elevations of the building vvere 
published in Celal Esat Arseven’s Yeni M im ari in 1931, an important document that 
celebrated the switch from Ottoman revivalism to European modernism. Feature 
essays were devoted to the İsmet Paşa Girls’ Institute in popular magazines, celebrat- 
ing both its architectural modernism and its nevv program to educate vvomen vvell 
adapted to Western lifestyles, manners, and cuisine. La Turquie Kem aliste  published 
photographs of young girls standing in front of the building in their school uniforms 
(fig. 2 .19), and Yedigün published intervievvs vvith the teachers and students of the 
institute.53 The tvvo most povverful symbols of the Kemalist inkilap, architecture and 
vvomen, vvere thus combined in the aesthetic and programmatic specificity of one 
building.

While an undecorated and geometric modern aesthetic constituted the formal dis- 
course of the Kemalist revolution, there vvas also a strong typological component to it 
that to this day identifîes particular building types or programs as quintessentially 
republican. Buildings and projects representative of the state and the ideological agen­
da of the RPP constituted an “architecture of revolution” (inkilap mimarisi) in the 
more literal sense of the term. Of these, government buildings, often inscribed vvith 
Atatürk’s vvords and facing a formal government square (hüküm et meydanı) vvith an 
Atatürk statue in the middle (bııst, equestrian, standing figüre), represented the pres­
ence of the state in every city and town. So did post offices and railvvay stations, vvhich 
symbolized the extension of Ankara into every corner of the nation. The buildings 
most representative of the RPP’s ideological agenda, hovvever, vvere those for the edıı- 
cation and indoctrination of the people along Kemalist ideals— the spaces in vvhich 
the regime sought to make a nation out of a heterogeneous and traditional popula- 
tion. What follovvs is an overvievv of how architecture vvas instrumentalized for this 
ideological mission.

Educating the Nation

T h e  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  a n d  architectural infrastructure for “educating 
the nation” had a clear priority on the republic’s ideological agenda. A nationvvide lit- 
eracy campaign in the nevv Latin alphabet, the closing of religious schools, and the 
establishment of universal national education (tevhid-i tedrisat kanunu) vvere among 
the first acts of the republican regime. Contemporaneous photographs and paintings 
testify to the cultural significance of the theme of education: they portray healthy 
schoolchildren in their uniforms, women being taught how to read and vvrite, and 
coeducational village schools vvhere boys and girls vvere introduced to scientifîc learn- 
ing and republican ideals (fig. 2.20). Schools as vvell as centers for popular education 
(H alkevleri, or “People’s Houses”) and projects for nevv villages and agricultural reset- 
tlement programs (köy mimarisi) vvere the centerpieces of republican building activi- 
ty, planned and supervised directly by the RPP. Whereas banks, offices, and



Fig. 2 .1 8 . Plain and "cubic" 
modernism as the dominant 
architectural-aesthetic expres- 
sion of the progressive func- 
tion of educational buildings 
for girls. İsmet İnönü Ciris' 
Institute in Manisa, 1930s.
Fig 2 .1 9 . Young girls in their 
uniforms in front of the ismet 
Paşa Girls' Institute, Ankara 
(1 930), one of the first majör 
modern buildings designed 
by Ernst Egli.



department stores vvere associated vvith the discredited 
cosmopolitanism of the late empire, and mosques vvith 
the reactionary forces of religion, educational buildings 
of ali kinds became emblems of the scientific and Pro­
gressive ideals of the Kemalist revolution. Their con­
struction vvas synonymous vvith nation building itself.

While the celebrated modern buildings of higher 
education in Ankara testify to the exceptional role 
played by the architectural office of the Ministry of 
Education, it vvas the design of more anonymous, 
repeatable, and recognizable prototype schools that represented the unifying agenda 
of the nation-state. Until the svvitch to modernism around 1931, the National 
Architecture Renaissance vvas stili the recognizable style of prototype elementary and 
secondary schools in almost every city or provincial tovvn. Often they vvere named 
after Atatürk as war hero— that is, Gazi schools (see fig. 1.13). After 1931, vvhile the 
style of the prototype schools changed, the practice of vvorking vvith prototypes con- 
tinued vvithin the Ministries of Education and Public Works, and it also became a 
topic of important and interesting debates vvithin the emerging architectural profes­
sion. Zeki Sayar, the founding editör of M im ar and an important architect of the 
1930s, vvrote extensively about the problems of prototype design, touching on the the- 
oretical incompatibility of the prototype idea vvith a contextualist modernism, about

Fig. 2 .2 0 . Educating the 
nation: "Registration for 
School" (Okula Kayıt, 

1935), painting by Şeref 
Akdik depicting an ideal- 
ized scene of the repub- 
Iic's literacy campaign in 
Anatolian villages.



vvhich more vvill be said in chapter 6. In the first issues of Mimar, criticizing the pro­
totype schools built in İstanbul in 1928 (Nişantaşı, Kadıköy, and Azapkapı vvere the 
examples he cited), Sayar emphasized the different characteristics of each urban site 
in terms of terrain, slope, orientation, and other factors. Calling for “a scientific 
approach to site selection” and designs for “a particular rather than a hypothetical 
site,” he voiced an insightful but unelaborated objection to the idea of stamping 
school buildings vvith an offîcial style to represent the state: “It is not right to build 
schools like uniforms. An offîcial and serious style fit for a government building vvill 
make the school ‘boring’ in appearance. Today it is impossible to distinguish schools 
from other state institutions such as government offîces, poliçe stations, and law 
courts. . . . It is enough and desirable that schools are built in a local expression 
[;m ahalli m im ari], but not in an offîcial style [resmi üslup]'.”54

M ost young architects involved vvith the journal A rkitekt (the nevv name of 
M im ar  after 1934) shared Sayar’s rationalist approach to school design, as vvell as his 
criticism of prototype schools designed vvithin the Ministry of Public Works. Projects 
published in the journal illustrate certain aesthetic and organizational principles that 
prescribed vvhat came to stand for a modern school building “designed from the inside 
out,” a critical response to the Gazi schools of the 1920s. Blocks of tvvo or more sto- 
ries vvere arranged in L- or U-shaped plans to define a courtyard and assembly plaza; 
the gym vvas attached to one end as a distinct block, and the classrooms, on single- 
loaded corridors, vvere oriented to the east or the south. As exemplified by a second- 
ary school project by Abidin M ortaş (fig. 2.21), elevations reflected vvhat vvas behind 
them (bigger vvindovvs for classrooms, horizontal bands of vvindovvs for corridors, 
and vertical slits for circulation shafts and auditoriums). Plaiıı volumetric composi- 
tions, flat roofs, and occasional circular vvindovvs projected a modernist aesthetic.55 It 
vvas often explained in the project descriptions that corridor and stair vvidths, class- 
room sizes, and the number of stalls in the bathrooms vvere calculated “according to 
scientific formulas based on number of students” and that the desks, display vvindovvs, 
and other interior furniture vvere designed “according to children’s scale.”56 Health 
and hygiene— an abundance of sunlight, ventilation, and germ-free plain surfaces—  
vvere the main themes in architects’ discourses about school buildings.

Unlike the Ministry of Public Works, the Ministry of Education favored site- 
specific designs for schools, endorsing prototype designs only for the special case of “vil­
lage schools,” considered “not [to be] of great artistic significance, limited by meager 
budgets, and unconstrained by the specificities of urban sites.”57 The different types of 
village schools vvere classified according to the number of students and the primary 
material of construction (fig. 2 .22).58 Sizes varied from one to three classrooms, based 
on a maximum of sixty students per classroom, and each type vvas designed in three 
variants for different local materials— stone, adobe, and vvood. Model designs vvere 
also prepared for teachers’ lodgings in tvvo types, one for bachelors and another for 
families, either as separate units next to the school or incorporated into the main 
school building, possibly as a second phase of construction. The prototype village
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Fig. 2 .2 1 . A representative example of modernist school design in the 1930s: project for a 
rniddle school in Tire by Abidin Mortaş, as published in Arkitekt, 1937. Different functions are 
grouped in different blocks in an L-shaped layout defining an outdoor assembly area. Flat roofs and 
undecorated cubic volumes reflect a distinctly modernist aesthetic. Different window sizes and 
forms of vvindovvs reflect vvhat is behind them: large windows for the classrooms, narrovv horizontal 
bands for corridors, circular vvindovvs and/or vertical slits for stair shafts and double-height spaces 
such as the gym.

schools for Anatolia (1938-1939) designed by M argarete Schiitte-Lihotzky for the 
Ministry of Education vvere of the two-phase kind, in vvhich at its largest the school 
contained tvvo or three classrooms vvith separate living quarters and a small kitchen 
for tvvo teachers. The materials vvere specified as wood, mud brick-clay, brick, or 
rough stone. Schiitte-Lihotzky’s perspective dravving of this three-classroom type of 
village school for 150-180  students depicts an idyllic Anatolian landscape vvith the 
school building located atop a hill overlooking the village, in aesthetic harmony vvith 
the vvhitevvashed vvalls and red tile roofs of the village houses below (fig. 2.23).



Fig. 2.22. Prototype school design for Anatolian villages: a three-classroom type vvith 180-student 
capacity to be built in stone. From the Ministry of Education publication Plans ofVillage Schools 

an d Teachers' Lodgings, 1935. Figüre 2.23. Perspective rendering of a prototype village school for 
Anatolia (1939) by Margarete Schütte-Lihotzky. The school sits prominently on a hill, dominating 
the other buildings of the village.



Whereas school building vvas carried out by the Ministries of Education and 
Public Works, the centers of popular education and indoctrination, the so-called 
People’s Houses (H alkevleri), vvere directly commissioned by and connected to the 
RPP, making them overtly ideological symbols of the republic. The People’s Hoııses 
organization vvas established in 1932, at the height of the RPP’s systematic program  
to disseminate a nationalist consciousness follovving the foundation of tvvo other 
majör republican organizations, the Turkish Historical Society (Türk Tarih Kurumu) 
in 1931 and the Turkish Language Society (Türk Dil Kurumu) in 1932. Through the 
People’s Houses and the RPP’s official journal, Ülkü (ideal), vvhich began publication 
in 1933, the RPP sought to propagate the principles of the Kemalist revolution and 
to instill a strong idealism, especially among the young, for serving the nation and 
bringing “civilization” to every corner of the country. The inaugural issııe of Ülkü 
described its mission this way: “Ülkü is being issued to nurture the spirit of the young 
generation that has left the dark ages behind and is marching tovvard a bright futııre. 
It is issued to mobilize the revolutionary elements in society . . . and to establish the 
ıınioıı of minds, hearts, and action among those committed to this great mission. . . . 
In the vvritings, analyses, and commentaries of Ülkü, the ideas of republic, nation, 
and revolution vvill be primary.”60

In his comprehensive vvork on the organization of People’s Houses, Anıl Çeçen 
traces their ideological soıırces to similar organizations in other revolutionary 
regimes, from the Jacobin clubs of the French Revolution to the narodnik  movement 
in czarist Russia.61 Most conspicuously, hovvever, as covered in numerous essays in 
Ülkü, People’s Houses vvere modeled after the Italian Dopo Lavoro cultural organiza­
tions and the Fascist youth clubs, Balilla for boys and Piccole for girls.62 The estab- 
lishment, organization, and operatioıı of the People’s Houses constitute a vast topic 
beyond the scope of this cultural history of architecture.63 But as a paradigmatic 
republican building type directly in the service of the regime and designed mostly 
along the aesthetic canons of modernism, they constitute a majör theme in the archi­
tectural culture of the 1930s, as a recent book by Nese Gürallar Yeşilkaya testifies.64 
They vvere the Turkish counterparts of the vvell-knovvn case del fascio  in Italy, vvhich 
epitomized the brief overlap in the 1930s betvveen the ideals of rationalist architects 
and authoritarian regimes. Symbolically, they vvere the most important secular  centers 
of assembly and socialization, replacing the traditional social function of the mosque 
as vvell as its architectural prominence in the urban order.65 That tvvo of the first 
vvomen architects in Turkey, Leman Tomsu and Münevver Belen, made their reputa- 
tions vvith designs for People’s Houses further accentuates the progressive connota- 

tions of this building type.
People’s Houses vvere established vvith the stated objective of teaching the people 

the meaning, necessity, and ideals of the Kemalist inkilap, explaining to them “vvhy 
certain things vvere abandoned, vvhy others vvere imported from the West, and vvhy 
many things vvere reconstructed under the auspices of the republic.”66 Throughout the



1930s, among many other contributors to Ülkü, Nusret Kemal and M ehm et Saffet 
vvrote extensively on people’s education, Aptullah Ziya wrote about the architecture 
o f the village, Ali Sami Boyar, about art, Abdülhak Şinasi, about monuments and 
museums, and Zeki Nasır, about health and hygiene. “Popular training” (halk ter­
biyesi) constituted one of the most im portant and recurrent themes in the journal, 
also illustrating the republican belief in the power o f representation (through publi- 
cations, posters, radio, and film). Iıı 1933 Hamit Zubeyr described the “instruments 
o f popular training” as follovvs: “Training the people means molding a unified social 
body and a unified nation out of ethnically, linguistically, and civilizationally diverse 
groups living in our country. It means the cultivation of the spirit in such a way that 
the thinking, feelings, and desires of individuals will fully coincide with national 
ideals. . . . Words, publications, art, music, film, and radio are among the most effec- 
tive vehicles o f popular training.” 67

Each People’s House was organized in at least three o f nine designated activity 
areas: language-history-literature, the arts, performances, sports, social vvork, voca- 
tional training, library-publications, museums-exhibitions, and village vvork. Their 
political and ideological functions notvvithstanding, the progressive role played by the 
People’s Houses is evident in these activities. It vvas in People’s Houses that many 
provincial Turks living in small tovvns first encountered theater, classical music, books, 
and art exhibitions. It vvas in these buildings that many people engaged in sports or 
learned typing, accounting, mechanics, vine grovving, sevving, embroidery, and hat 
making. Art vvas perceived by the RPP as a povverful pedagogical vehicle to educate 
the people (m ürebbi sanat) and to win their hearts for the revolution: “It is obvious 
that to conquer the minds o f the people, one has to start by conquering their hearts. 
That hearts can best be captured by the fine arts has been amply demonstrated by 
experience. . . . The eye and the ear are the most receptive organs for persuasion, and 
the international languages of painting, sculpture, music, and architecture, which are 
capable of directly addressing these organs, are the branches most worthy of our full 
attention.”68

People’s Houses were not just built to house the cııltural, educational, and social 
activities of the RPP but were also formally identified vvith the party. The extensive use 
o f republican iconography— flags with the RPP emblem of six arrovvs, Atatürk stat- 
ues, and inscriptions of A tatürk’s vvords and party slogans— complemented the archi­
tecture o f these buildings. For example, in the project for Gebze People’s House by 
Selim Sayar (1939), a large blank wall facing the Street vvas allocated for inscriptions 
and party propaganda, an idea that vvas epitomized in Italy by Guiseppe Terragni’s 
canonic Casa del Fascio in Com o (1932-1936). In her study of the architecture of 
People’s Houses, Neşe Giirallar Yeşilkaya identifies two other ideologically charged 
architectural elements: a balcony or platform  on vvhich party notables could address 
the public and the vertical accent of a tovver to serve as a landmark. The latter, she 
explains, symbolized not only republican ideals of productioıı and progress, by allud-



ing to the verticality of factory chimneys and silos, but also the triumph of secularism 
över religion, by rising to a height taller than the minaret of the mosque.69

Towers vvith abstract geometric designs, signs in modern lettering, and night illıı- 
mination vvere indeed characteristic elements of the RPP propaganda machinery and 
vvere ıısed extensively as temporary commemorative structures erected for national 
holidays (fig. 2.24). Yet any explanation of these architectural elements exclusively in 
terms of ideological motives confined to Turkish politics vvoııld be inadequate; it must 
also be recognized that similar towers constituted an aesthetic norm of modern pub- 
lic buildings everyvvhere in the 1930s. A number of contemporaneous buildings in 
Europe incorporated tovvers in designs for comparable programs and became sources 
of influence and inspiration for Turkish architects. Among these, the Hilversum Town 
Hail by Dudok in Holland (1928-1930) and the Revolution Square Town Hail by 
Cancellotti, Montuori, Piccinato, and Scalpelli in Sabaudia, Italy (1934), vvere pub- 
lished in A rkitekt and vvere well knovvn to Turkish architects.70 More vvill be said in 
chapter 4 about these formal and aesthetic tropes of modernism that vvere internal to 
the discipline of architecture.

People’s Houses initiated activities in fourteen cities in 1932, some taking över the 
old Turkish Hearth (Tiirkocağı) buildings erected in the 1920s, in the heyday of the 
National Architecture Renaissance. Nevv People’s Houses vvere funded and comınis- 
sioned by the local branch of the RPP, sometimes through architectural competitions 
and sometimes through direct selection of a local architect.71 Throughout the 1930s, 
popular magazines like Yedigün published model designs for People’s Houses “for 
small tovvns that do not yet have one.”72 By the end of the decade, in 1939, there vvere 
163 People’s Houses in different cities and tovvns, and by 1946, at the movemeııt’s peak 
(before its closure in 1950, vvhen the RPP lost power), the number of People’s Houses 
had reached 455.73

The representational importance of People’s Houses vvas expressed first in the 
prominent urban locations of these buildings, vvhich vvere often sited as landmarks 
directly facing the majör Street or government square. Second, their importance vvas 
reflected in the quality of materials and meticulous detailing employed in their con­
struction. It vvas the strong modernist statement of their architecture, hovvever, that 
endovved them vvith progressive and revolutionary connotations. Examples commis- 
sioned through competitions and published in A rkitekt vvere especially paradigmatic 
in terms of formal features and facade aesthetic. M ost projects had flat roofs, 
although as a result of teehnieal problems some vvere later covered över by a pitehed 
tile roof, as in the case of Zonguldak People’s House by Abidin M ortaş and Zeki 
Sayar (1933) or the Bursa People’s House by Münevver Belen (1938). Different com- 
ponents of the program vvere expressed on the facade in different vvindovv sizes and 
shapes; curved façades, projeeting and cantilevered elements, tovvers, and circular win- 
dovvs vvere arranged in modern compositions of interlocking blocks. The project for 
Kadıköy People’s House by Riiknettin Güney (1938) is a particularly representative



F'g- 2 .24 . Festive commemorative 
structures for the Republican People's 
Party: "Light Tovver" (top) and the RPP 
tovver (bottom), both designed by 
Seyfi Arkan for the tenth anniversary 
of the republic in 1933. The use of 
electric illumination, abstract planes, 
and propaganda vvriting is reminis- 
cent of the constructivist structures of 
the 1920s in the Soviet Union.



example of this modernist aesthetic, with the assembly hall-gym block culminating in 
a rounded end and lit through a row of circular windows (fig. 2.25). L-shaped plans 
vvith rounded corners for the entrance vvere also common, as in the case of Yalova RPP 
Headquarters-People’s House by Sedad Çetintaş (1934) and the unbuilt vvinning 
design for the Sivas People’s House by Nazif Asal and Emin Necip Uzman (1938) (fig. 
2.25).

In terms of plan arrangement, the larger spaces of the hall-auditorium and gym 
vvere typically located in a separate block easily readable in exterior form vvhile the 
rest of the program— offices, spaces for activity groups, library, and classrooms— con- 
stituted the main block. The blocks vvere arranged so as to define an open space or 
courtyard for meetings, concerts, public festivals, and vveddings. The program also 
included offices for RPP officials, sometimes designed as a separate building connect- 
ed to the People’s House by a colonnade, as in Manisa People’s House by Asım 
Kömürcüoğlu (1938). In other cases, party offices vvere located on the upper floor(s), 
as in the Karamürsel and Gerede People’s Houses by Leman Tomsu and Münevver 
Belen (1936).74 In unusual cases such as the Eskişehir People’s House by izzet Baysal 
(1936, demolished), the entire program vvas designed on the upper floor of a long, 
tvvo-story block, and ground level vvas reserved for shops to bring revenue to the RPP. 
Construction of People’s Houses vvas typically of reinforced concrete for floor slabs 
and the structural vvalls and columns, vvith brick infill. After 1940, hovvever, the use of 
stone and pitehed tile roofs gradually replaced the earlier materials that had produced 
such pristine geometric forms, launehing a nevv trend in national expression.

Colonizing the Countryside

P a r a l l e l  t o  t h e  elaborate organization of popular education 
through People’s Houses, the RPP’s program for “colonizing the countryside” through 
village architecture (köy mimarisi) represented another majör spatial component of 
republican ideology. Turkey vvas an overvvhelmingly agrarian country, vvith more than 
80 percent of its population living in rural areas in the 1930s. The contribution of vil- 
lages to the national economy vvas a strong incentive for modernizing them. The train- 
ing of peasants (köycülük) constituted one of the most important branehes of activity 
in the RPP program. N ot only the modernization of existing villages and agricultural 
lands but also the resettlement of refugees from the Balkans and other lost territories 
of the empire vvere majör challenges encountered by the republican regime in its first 
decade. By 1933, sixty-nine model villages had been built by the State,75 and the “mod­
ern and scientific standards” employed in their construction vvere contrasted vvith the 
“poor and primitive condition of peasants in the old empire,” in the characteristic 
manner of “old versus nevv” (see fig. 2.4).

It vvas after the consolidation of the RPP’s povver (1931), hovvever, and under the 
auspices of the People’s Houses (1932) that villages and peasants became primary



Fig. 2 .25 . The pervasiveness of modern forms (flat roofs, geometric blocks, rounded corners, and 
circular windows) in the design of "People's Houses" in the 1930s. Model photographs ofvvinning 
competition projects for the Kadıköy Halkevi, İstanbul, by Rüknettin Güney (top), and the Sivas 
Halkevi by Nazif Asal and Emin Necip Uzman (middle). Bottom : Perspective dravving of the Yalova 
Halkevi by Sedad Çetintaş.



objects of the “civilizing mission” of Kemalism. It vvas an ideological, cultural, and 
educational mission to be taken to the remotest, harshest, and most inaccessible cor- 
ners of the country vvith revolutionary zeal, idealisin, and sacrifice (fig. 2.26). In the 
pages of Ülkü, this cali vvas described vvith explicit analogy to and admiration for 
“American missionaries” and the “civilization-bearing” colonizers in Africa.7'1 What 
the young Turkish “village missionaries” (köy misyonerleri) vvere expected to under- 
take vvas regarded as a much higher form of battle (against ignorance and backvvard- 
ness) than ali the conventional battles of the past, including the glorious siege of 
Vienna by Ottoman armies more than tvvo centuries earlier:

The era of combatiııg the cannibals in African jungles in order to spread Christianity is över.
Nor vvould one any longer consider it bravery to force the gates of Vienna vvith svvords. The 
missionary vvork of today is listening to the problems of the people vvhose blood, feelings, and 
svveat we share in our bodies and spirit, and to search for solutions to these problems. The brav­
ery of today is to force the vvalls of illiteraey, conservatism, laziness, and despair, vvhich are 
more formidable than the most formidable fortifications.77

In this ideological climate, the “scientific planning” of villages and the design of 
their buildings— the “architecture of the village” (köy m im arisi), as it vvas called— vvas

Fig. 2 .26 . Cover of La Turquie 

Kemaliste, April 1938, celebrating 
the Anatolian peasant and the work- 
ing of the land under the guidance of 
Kemalist idealism.
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presented as a distinct area of specialization for archi­
tects, legitinıating their claims to serve the regime as 
“agents of civilization.” “Villages are of paramount sig­
nificance in nation building,” vvrote Abidin M ortaş in 
1935, “and they must be designed and supervised by the 
professional architect, responding to the local tradi- 
tions, building technicjues, and materials of the vil­
lage.”78 This plea vvas illustrated by a plan for a model village by the “urbanist 
architect” Burhan Arif. A linear shopping Street terminating in a small square at each 
end occupied the village çenter in a symmetrical arrangement (fig. 2.27). One of the 
squares vvas given to state functions and held government buildings; the other vvas the 
cultural square containing the school, the museum, the village hail, and the fountain. 
As the ultimate expression of scientific rationality and efficiency, identical village 
houses in detached and row-house variants vvere laid out in a rectangular grid sugges- 
tive of a thoroughly flat site. The diagrammatic simplicity and exaggerated rationali­
ty of the proposal, like the rubber-stamp designs of most model villages built by the 
state, disregarded most traditional rural settlement types in vvhich village houses of 
different sizes and qualities typically huddled together in clusters.

M ost conspicuously, the absence of the mosque, the primary landmark of most 
Turkish villages, vvas a strong architectural statement affirming the secularizing agen- 
da of the RPP. Architects shared this secular enlightenment ideal, and Aptullah Ziya 
expressed their suspicion of mosques as follovvs:

Fig. 2.27. Model village 
project based on a uni- 
form grid by the "urban­
ist architect" Burhan Arif 
(1935).



Edifying and electrifying the villages never occurred to the rulers o f the O ttom an Empire, vvith 

the exception o f some mosques they built in Anatolian villages. These mosques had no other 

effect than strengthening the religious loyalty o f the peasants to the sultan and thus turning the 

oppression o f the individual to a collective oppression. The vvorst thing about a village mosque, 

which has been the only cultural and social çenter for the village, is that in its four vvalls it offers 

a bastion for the reactionaries who are the organizers o f oppression and ignorance.79

An even more remarkable example of the idealized diagrammatic approach to 
planning nevv villages is a 1933 project attributed to Kazım Dirlik, inspector general 
of Thrace (fig. 2 .28).80 This “ideal republican village” (ideal cumhuriyet köyü) vvas laid 
out in perfect concentric zones for residential units, for health, educational, and sports 
facilities, and for commerce and light industry, ali radiating from the çenter of the cir- 
cular plan. According to Gülsüm Baydar Nalbantoğlu, it vvas “ıınmistakably inspired 
by Ebenezer Hovvard’s Garden City diagrams.”81 Nalbantoğlu argııes that “republican 
model villages consisted of neatly arranged rows of identical houses reminiscent of 
the disciplinary environments of nineteenth-century factory tovvns.” Her evocation of 
a “disciplinary environment” is appropriate for this plan in light of the fact that the 
perfectly geometric centralized plan vvas indeed a symbol of reformist ııtopia, from 
Renaissance ideal cities to Jeremy Bentham’s “Panopticon” in the nineteenth century. 
It vvas the most symptomatic formal expression of Enlightenment ideals that informed 
the RPP’s village architecture program.

In 1936, Zeki Sayar fıırther elaborated on the civilizing role of the architect and 
the necessity of imposing the plans and ideas of experts even vvhen they conflicted 
vvith traditional settlement patterns and lifestyles:

Although we must consider the habits and lifestyles o f the peasants vvheıı we arc coııstructing 

the nevv villages, we should not hesitate to go against these traditions vvlıerever they clash vvith 

contem porary social and hygienic standards. T he nevv village plans should also provide the 

uscrs vvitlı the means for civilized living. A revolution in lifestyles is also necessary to teach 

them to sleep on individual beds rather than together oıı the earth , to teach them to use chairs 

and tables rather than sittiııg and eating on the floor. Kitchens, stoves, and bathroom s should 

be standardized into a number o f different types so as to obtain the most econom ic and func­

tional results.82

These vvritings by Zeki Sayar, titled, vvithout any hint of irony, “İnterior 
Colonization” [İç K olonizasyon ) , illustrate architects’ more “professional” approach 
to the building of nevv villages and resettlement of the land. He criticized the earlier 
model villages built during the first decade of the republic, the inadequacies of which, 
he argued, vvere evident by looking at ali the additions and alterations the peasants 
had made to render them habitable. In order to improve on these early examples, he 
emphasized the necessity of resorting to the technical expertise of architects. He 
declared it a “civilizational imperative” to eliminate the use of mud bricks (kerpiç), “a 
primitive material utterly unfit for construction by the State,” and advocated the 
extensive use of concrete and cement (çim ento ) in “village buildings, sanitary infra-



structure, irrigation canals, stables, and garden vvalls.”8’ Fig. 2.28. Circular plan
He called for the “rational and scientific” design of mul- of an "ideal republican
tiple house plans for each village, depending on family village" (1933) by Kazım
size and site characteristics, rather than building the Dirlik, inspector general
entire model village vvith one type of house. At the same ^ race region.
time, he argued that the economies of standardization 
and serial production should be exploited in the selec-
tion of construction materials and the design of building components (vvindovvs, 
doors, and fixtures).

Theoretically, the most interesting aspects of Sayar’s vvritings are the parallels he 
drew betvveen the building of nevv model villages in Turkey and the construction of 
agricultural colonies elsewhere in Europe to return idle industrial workers to the land 
after the Great Depression. Germany vvas presented as the nation most successful in 
building agricultural colonies and new villages, “not by individuals and private efforts 
but by state initiative according to National Socialist economic policies.”84 Site plans 
and photographs of model villages in Germany vvere published in A rkitekt  along vvith 
detailed dravvings of model farms and rural houses. That “the German government 
considers the German peasant to be the primary source of the national blood” vvas 
observed with admiration. “In order not to repeat the mistakes of earlier model vil­
lages built in Anatolia,” Sayar concluded, “vve, too, like the Germans, must give great 
importance to science, specialization, and organization.”

Turkey, hovvever, had not experienced the massive industrialization or social and 
environmental ills of urbanization that had sparked the antiurban sentiments of



German nationalism, and so Sayar’s embracing of German models was devoid of his­
torical basis. More convincing vvere parallels dravvn betvveen Turkey and the nevv 
Zionist Jevvish settlements in Palestine or the Italian agrarian colonies in the reclaimed 
marshes of Agro Pontino and the conquered lands of North Africa.85 The revolution- 
ary zeal of Kemalism and the idealism of the RPP program most closely resembled 
those of Zionism and fascism, respectively. This congruence betvveen the three ide- 
ologies largely accounts for the common architectural vocabulary of rationalist mod­
ernism proposed for these colonies: flat roofs, grid plans, plane surfaces, village 
squares vvith clock tovvers, and faith in reinforced concrete.

The vvritings by architect Aptullah Ziya in Ulkii represent a more “popülist” 
approach to village architecture, one that vvas less interested in examples from other 
countries than in the principles of a native program “born out of the village— out of 
its needs, earth, materials, and trees.”86 His point of departure vvas an analysis of the 
vernacular architecture of existing villages under three groups based on location 
(plains, mountains, and forests), vvith further differentiation based on the primary 
material of construction (stone or vvood). He then outlined and illustrated vvith a 
dravving his ovvn hypothetical proposal for a model village on the Anatolian plain— a 
village vvith a perfectly geometric layoııt and diagrammatic buildings reminisceııt of 
Ovvenite ideal communities in the nineteenth century (fig. 2 .29).87 The site plan vvas a 
perfect square vvith the village sqııarc-coffeehouse at the çenter, encircled by rows of 
small houses, vvith a linear arrangement of farms on the periphery. The material for 
the vvho 1 e seheme vvas specified to be mud brick, vvith flat earth roofs, contrasting

BEN İM  GÖRÜŞÜMLE K Ö Y :
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Fig. 2.29. Design for an ideal village by Aptullah Ziya (1933), laid out on a square plan vvith a 
communal çenter for cultural and educational activities.
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Fig. 2 .3 0 . Aptullah Ziya's model 
designs for prototype village houses to 
be built in mud brick, based on the tra­
ditional "exterior sofa [hail]" plan type. 
Plans and elevations of tvvo variants: 
one for a steep mountain site and the 
other for a flat plain.



starkly vvith Zeki Sayar’s aversion to these materials. The village school vvas the only 
other public building identified on the diagram, and any sign of a mosque vvas again 
conspicuously absent. Aptullah Ziya explained the idea behind the Central placement 
of the village coffeehouse: “The peasant should receive ample air and light; he shoııld 
not be cold in his house. He should have a coffeehouse and a radio at the village 
square, and if not a cinema or a theater, he should at least have a place for itinerant 
films and plays that might be visiting the village. The village coffeehouse is the library, 
the meeting place, the club, and the cinema of the peasant: it is a ‘modern temple.’”88 

In another issue Aptullah Ziya gave the dravvings (plans and elevations) for three 
types of mud-brick houses for a mountain site, for a plains site, and for a larger farm- 
hoııse (fig. 2 .30).811 Ali had mud-brick vvalls, vvooden floors, and flat roofs vvith clay 
earth över a stravv mat supported by vvooden beams. The traditional vvisdom of ver- 
nacular building vvas acknovvledged: the designs vvere oriented to the sun, the flat 
earth roofs offered a cool place to sleep at night, and the toilets vvere placed as far 
avvay from the houses as possible, “in the same vvay that villagers have alvvays built.” 
Although this revereııce for vernacıılar traditions differentiated the tone of Aptullah 
Ziya’s vvritings in Ülkü from Zeki Sayar’s in A rkitekt, both architects shared the RPP 
ideals of civiliziııg the village and infusing the peasants vvith nationalist conscioııs- 
ness. “There are many citizens of our country vvho vvoııld consider it an insult if you 
called them a ‘Tıırk,’” complained Aptullah Ziya. “It is our responsibility to construct 
their villages and to make them talk, dress, and live like the rest of ııs.”‘®

What is fascinating about the 1930s is that the term “colonization” vvas devoid of 
ali of its negative connotations: it signified a progressive and enlightened State bring- 
ing civilization to the countryside. The majority of vvritings in both A rkitekt  and Ülkü 
portrayed village planning as the necessary interventioıı of enlightened reformers, the 
active agents, upon backvvard and silent peasant populations, the passive receptors of 
enlightenment. With few exceptions, the fundamental differences and the absence of 
communication betvveen these tvvo sides and the implied relations of povver in this civ- 
iliziııg project vvere unattended in the vvritings of the 1930s. As Nalbantoğlu observes, 
the “silence” of the peasants vvoııld come to an end only after 1950, vvhen their large- 
scale migration to cities vvoııld begin transforming the physical and social fabric of 
Turkish cities in unprecedented vvays.91



3
Aesthetics of Progress

IMAGINING AN İNDUSTRİAL NATİON

If civilization [m edeniyet] is the name of a stage in the domination of 
nature by the human vvill to povver, vvhat else is culture [kültür] but the 
accumulation, över time, of the rational means of this victory? . . . Many 
are vvaiting for a cultural renaissance in our country. But few vvould accept 
that this is possible only after a "precultural" stage: the name of this stage 
is "a society of advanced technique."

— Yakup Kadri Karaosmanoğlu, "Kültür ve Medeniyet," 19331

İt is impossible to create art in this century by borrovving motifs from the 
temple that the Egyptians constructed for their deities or the acropolis that 
the Greeks built for their gods. Nor from the temple of Vesta through w h i c h  

the Romans shovved off their grandeur ,  or the fountains a n d  mosques of the 
Turks. These cannot be the source of art in the tvventieth century, when air- 
planes are h o v e r i n g  in the skies and o c e a n  l iners are Cross ing  the sea at 
phenomenal speeds.

— Aptullah Ziya, "Yeni Sanat," 19322

A l t h o u g h  t h e  r e p u b l i c a n  definition of “contemporary civiliza­
tion” (m uasır medeniyet) was frequently reduced to norms and exterior forms of 
“civility,” as wc saw in the previous chapter, many republican intellectuals, artists, and 
architects defined civilization as a broader concept, irreducible to the vvay vvomen, 
cities, buildings, or kitchens looked. It designated vvhat they perceived to be the uni­
versal trajectory of progress that every nation had to follovv— a teleological destiny 
that could not and should not be resisted. This vvas the commoıı philosophical prem- 
ise that the Modern Movement and Kemalism shared. The former claimed to be the 
destiny of architectural evolution everyvvhere, the latter presented itself as the last



stage in the historical evolution of the Turkish nation, and both claimed to reflect the 
spirit of “contemporary civilization” in the twentieth century. The favorable reception 
of European modernism in Turkish architectural culture of the 1930s mııst be under- 
stood, before everything else, in the context of this teleologically defined project of 

civilization that gave Kemalism its revolutionary creed.
Long before the Kemalist inkilap, doctrines of positivism and rationalism origi- 

nating in post-Enlightenment France had been the most influeııtial currents of thought 
shaping the consciousness of Ottoman-Turkish intellectuals. At least since the end of 
the eighteenth century, Ottoman reformers had diagnosed the “sickness” and decliııe 
of the empire to be a consequence of lagging behind the scientific spirit of the 
Enlightenment and the technological and industrial progress of Europe. Around the 
turn of the century, the leading nationalist ideologue, Ziya Gökalp, had put it in 
the follovving terms: “For us today, beiııg contemporary with modern civilization 
[asrileşmek] means to make and use battleships, cars, and airplanes that the Euro- 
peans are making and using. Wheıı we see ourselves no longer in ııeed of importiııg 
manufactured goods and buying knovvledge from Europe, then we can speak of beiııg 
contemporary with it.”3 Gökalp’s distinction betvveen this science-atıd-technology- 
based notion of universal civilization (m edeniyet) and a more spiritual notion of 
national culture (hars) had been an important source of iııspiration behind the 

Ottoman revivalist architecture of the 191 Os and 1920s.
With the Kemalist republic, the term “civilization” was recoııceived more broad- 

ly, not just as the superior tools, technologies, artifacts, and knovvledge of the West 
but as a historically inevitable process of social evolution in which scientific and tech­
nological development assumed historical agency. In an important 1933 essay titled 
“Culture and Civilization,” Yakup Kadri Karaosmanoğlu, a leading novelist, intellec- 
tual, and political figüre of the period, rejected Ziya Gökalp’s earlier distinction 
betvveen the two terms.4 Instead, he outlined a new, unified concept of “contemporary 
civilization” grounded in scientific and technological progress that, he argued, was the 
prereqııisite for the desired artistic and cultural regeneration of the nation. This P r o ­

gressive model of history, which subsumed the category “culture” under the broader 
term “civilization,” marked a conspicuous departure from Gökalp’s formulation and 
a move toward the idea of a single contemporary civilization to be shared by ali mod­
ern nations. Civilization and the culture that went with it constituted an indivisible 

conceptual totality. Importing one vvithout the other was impossible.
Mustafa Kemal Atatürk’s own words frequently alluded to this idea of civilization 

in eloquent terms. “Civilization is a sublime force that pierces mountains, erosses the 
skies, enlightens and explores everything from the smallest partide of dust to the 
stars,” he said.5 In these words, Atatürk allegorically endovved “civilization” with a 
supernatural povver to overeome every hardship and to redeem Turkish society as a 
whole. More significantly, it was a matter not of choice but of necessity  to follow this 
“sublime force,” represented in the real world by the social and material progress of



the West. As Atatürk emphasized on every occasion, to resist Western civilization 
vvould be a futile resistance to history in the making: “We lived through pain because 
vve did not understand the conditions of the world. Our thinking and our mentality 
will have to become civilized. Take a look at the entire Turkish and Islamic vvorld. 
Because they failed to adapt to the conditions and rise, they found themselves in such 
catastrophe and suffering. We cannot afford to stop anymore. We have to move for- 
ward. . . . Civilization is such a fire that it burns and destroys those vvho ignore it.” 6 

It is on these premises that scholars of nationalism talk about Atatiirk’s remark- 
able success at overcoming the “anti-Western sentiments and xenophobia” that typi- 
cally characterize nationalism outside the Western world. Like Nehru after him, 
Atatürk vvas the paradigmatic modernizing nationalist hero vvhose primary ideologi- 
cal and rhetorical strategy vvas constructed around the compelling idea that civiliza­
tion is one, vvhereas nations are many, and participation in this singular universal 
civilization is a necessity for national progress.7 In spite of its vagueness in real terms 
(or perhaps because of it), this vvould prove to be a povverful formulation that allovved 
republican leaders, intellectuals, and artists to be Westernizing modernists and fervent 
nationalists at the same time. By the same token, it vvas a formulation that alienated 
the more uncompromisingly religious, anti-Western, and anticolonial nationalists, 
sııch as the poet Mehmet Akif Ersoy and some proponents of the National 
Architecture Renaissance, vvho vvere stili committed to the “Islamic civilization” of the 
Ottoman Empire. It is telling that, vvhereas in Mehmet Akif’s poetry “ [Western] civi­
lization” vvas a “single-toothed monster” representing the Christian aggressor on the 
battlefîelds of Gallipoli, Atatürk embraced ali the dead of Gallipoli— Australiaıı and 
British soldiers as vvell as Turkish— vvhen he dedicated the Gallipoli monument in
1934. The Australians and British may have been the adversaries in vvar, but they vvere 
members of the larger “civilization” to vvhich the nevv Turks of the republic aspired to 
belong in peace.

In Kemalism’s idealized formulation, contemporary civilization vvas not the exclu- 
sive moııopoly of Europe or of any Western nation because it happened to originate 
there. Rather, it vvas the stock of accumulated scientific knovvledge, methods and 
tools, vvorldvievvs and lifestyles that constituted the very substance of historical evo- 
lution of humanity and should be seen as the property of ali nations. Hovv else could 
one sustain the passionately anticolonialist, anti-imperialist, and hence anti-Western 
sentiments of nationalist insurgence and, at the same time, jııstify the most radically 
Westerııizing reforms hitherto implemented in a traditional and predominantly 
Müslim society? The Kemalist slogan of “being Western in spite of the West” neatly 
summed up this profound contradiction common to postcolonial nation building in 
many countries. In the case of Turkey, the slogan vvas made further viable by the fact 
that unlike many other nevv nations of the postcolonial era, Turkey vvas never offi- 
cially colonized by Western povvers and could even claim to be itself a “European” 
povver at some point in its history.8 Thus, in spite of the nationalist anticolonial rhet- 
oric of Kemalism, vvhich had fueled the War of Independence, Turks could approach



the West vvith less resentment than could many other non-European nations. Instead, 
resentment could be directed tovvard the rulers of the late Ottoman Empire for failing 
to understand the conditions of the modern vvorld and to push the nation forvvard 

into civilization.
That the Kemalist emphasis on “universal civilization” vvas not a negation of 

“national culture” needs to be underscored. In fact, no other period of modern 
Turkish history has seen such obsession vvith national culture as the 1930s, precisely 
the time when the idea of universal civilization assumed such a mythical and all- 
encompassing status. Republican intellectuals vvere fascinated by German philoso- 
phers’ arguments for Kultur as much as they vvere by the rationalist and positivist 
ideas of Freııch thinkers, Auguste Comte in particular, seeking possible ways of syn- 
thesizing them into a singular concept. Much intellectual effort vvas devoted to 
demonstrating the compatibility of Turkish culture vvith universal civilization and dis- 
proving any irreconcilable antagonism betvveen them. It vvas argued that modernism, 
far from being an alien import, vvas in fact the ııncovering of vvhat vvas already ration- 
al and modern in Turkish cıılture, forgotteıı behind layers of obscurantism and back- 
wardness. The Modern Movement in architecture vvas seen “not as a meaııingless 
rupture vvith the old” but as “a revealing of vvhat vvas hidden in the old and enhanc- 
ing it vvith nevv truths.” 9 This unresolved tension betvveen the idea of “revolution” and 
the need to justify it as a necessary redemption of history can be clearly observed in 
republican discourse, especially in the portrayal of the Kemalist inkilap  as a rational 
unfolding of Turkish history into the more advaııced stage of contemporary civiliza­
tion. This chapter focuses on certain textııal themes such as technology, iııdustry, and 
progress that vvere Central to the Kemalist ııotion of “contemporary civilization” and 
to its povverful iconography in the 1930s. The visual and spatial embodiment of these 
themes in the architecture of infrastructure, factories, and industrial exhibitions vvas 

an especially povverful marker of republican modernity.

Civilization, Progress, and the Arts

T h e  o f f i c i a l  d i s c o u r s e  of the republic vvas strongly and self- 
consciously revolutionary, as is attested by the inclusion of “revolutionism” (inkilapçılık) 
among the six pillars of the Republican People’s Party (RPP), the ideological foıında- 
tions of the nevv republic. In the first issue of Ülkü, the RPP’s journal, a long article 
by Mehmet Emin discussed the difference betvveen a “revolutionary” (inkilapçı) and a 
“progressive” (terakkisever) in terms reminiscent of Sir Isaiah Berlin’s The H edgehog  
and the Fox .w “Although both believe in the necessity of progress,” Mehmet Emin 
vvrote, “the revolutionary negates any obstacle and proceeds vvith a passionate heart 
vvhile the progressive calculates the possible problems systematically and moves in a 
piecemeal manner.” 11 Seeing themselves in the former category, the Kemalists por- 
trayed revolution as a necessarily radical upheaval uninhibited by obstacles and



uncompromised by piecemeal strategies. At the same time, like ali other revolutions, 
the Kemalist inkilap  had to seek historical legitimacy. While enforcing its vision upon 
society, it had to seek consent and “win the hearts and minds of the people,” as RPP 
literatüre often stated, in the same way that modernism had to be explained and jus- 
tified in order not to be “just another style.”

This need for historical legitimacy explains the attraction of many republican 
intellectuals, architects, and artists to the basic progressive model of history that has 
been shared by different forms of modern thought from M arxism to the Modern 
Movement. From this perspective, modern architecture was vievved as a thoroughly 
rational and scientific “fact” of the modern era and as a natural and logical conse- 
quence of the historical evolution of architecture, reflecting its latest stage of devel- 
opment and holding a claim to truth that hitherto-existing styles no longer held. 
Hence, in an inherently ambiguous formulation, what vvas celebrated as an “architec­
ture of revolution” (inkilap mimarisi) vvas also rationalized and legitimated as natu­
ral evolution to a higher and better State. Novvhere is this more evident than in a 1929 
essay titled “Cubism in Architecture and the Turkish Tradition” by Müderris İsmail 
Hakkı (Baltacıoğlu), one of the earliest proponeııts of modernism when sentiments in 
favor of an Ottoman revivalist “national style” vvere stili strong. “Artistic periods arise 
out of a social idea,” wrote İsmail Hakkı. “To say that an artistic movement is alive 
means that it is the product of a living [social] idea. Greek art is the art of classical 
cities; Gothic art is the art of medieval Christian society. In the same vvay, cubism must 
be the art of our times, that is, the art of contemporary democracies.” 12 After express- 
iııg his reverence for the Ottoman revivalist National Architecture Renaissance, İsmail 
Hakkı characterized it as simply the style of a bygone epoch, rendered obsolete in the 
face of contemporary technological and sociological developments:

With the new post office building, Vedat Bey initiated a nevv era o f rom antic thought that com - 

biııed the classical age vvith the nevv needs o f the time. This era vvitnessed the emergence o f a 

great architect like Kemalettin Bey and many other young artists. . . . Each epoch produces its 

ovvıı art. [Today] when it is possible to build flat roofs, it makes no sense to modernize the 

dome. T h e d o m e  is n o t a  n a tion a l m o t if ;  it ıvas m ere ly  a  co n stru c t io n a l n ecessity  o f  th e  p ast  
[my em phasis].13

What is most significant in this cjuotation is that İsmail Hakkı portrayed the 
dome, the majör stylistic motif of the National Architecture Renaissance, not as a 
“national element” but simply as a “technical” one that vvas surpassed by modernism. 
This is one of the earliest expressions of vvhat vvas to become the dominant theme of 
architectural discoıırse of the 1930s— namely, legitimating modernism on rational and 
scientific rather than ideological grounds and resorting to progressive historicism to 
justify the abandoning of Ottoman precedents. On every occasion, modernist archi­
tects emphasized that Ottoman revivalism had to be replaced by the Modern 
Movement, not out of caprice or revolutionary zeal but as a historically necessary step



if Turkey was to be in tııne with the times. Furthermore, as Burhan Arif wrote in the 
first volııme of the architects’ professional journal, Mimar, modern architecture and 
urbanism simply sought to recapture the most desirable aesthetic qualities of histori- 
cal precedents in a contemporary form:

In the hands of architects who have understood the needs and philosophy of contemporary life 
and who struggle to adapt the accumulated wisdom of eity huilding to the social organization 
of modern times, New Architecture is producing works that match the classical heauty of his- 
torical periods. When we look at the large housing projects of Martin Wagner and Professor 
Gropius in Berlin, we can almost see the streets of the Roman forum, of antique Pergamon, or 
the shady streets of old İstanbul with green courtyards behind walls.14

When Behçet Sabri and Bedrettin Hamdi illustrated their 1933 essay “Revolution 
in Architecture” with a photograph of Le Corbusier’s Villa Savoie (see fig. 2.2), the 
caption under the photograph read: “The New Architecture was not born as an orna- 
ment; it was born out of necessity. It will live on ııntil the day life eııters another cpoch 
and the human miııd comes up with another concept of beauty arising out of ııew 
technical means which will have been inveııted then. At that poiııt, the architecttıral 
art of today will have been elevated to the next step.” 15 A year later, in an essay titled 
“The New and the Old Architecture,” they elaborated on the idea of progress in art 
and architecture in a way reminiscent of İsmail Hakkı’s arguments before them:

As in ali fine arts, vvhat changes in architecture is the means and solutioııs: the principles 
remain the saıııc. Look at the monumcnts of past epoehs that did not have the means of our 
contemporary civilization. A Greek temple, an Egyptian pyramid, and the Ottoman haths 
in Ayasofya are aınong the masterpieces of architecture. Hovvever, yesterday’s masterpieces 
were created hy religious heliefs; today’s works are shaped hy positive thinking. . . . There is 
no old and new architecture: there are oııly civilized and primitive solutions [to architectural 
problems].16

Likevvise, in the cultural scene at large, maııy atıthors sought to portray the 
Kemalist inkilap  not as destruction of the past (since the past was, after ali, the locus 
of national identity) but as its redemption to a higher level of social evolution, repre- 
sented by contemporary Western civilization. For example, a 1930 editorial in the 
popular illustrated magazine Resim li Ay rejected the common assumption that the 
terms “revolution” and “culture” were mutually exclusive because of their association 
with “destruction” and “creation,” respectively. It argued that “the progress of culture 
is its movement toward higher stages of historical evolution, and the [Kemalist] inkı­
lap  is nothing but an acceleration of this process of social evolution. Therefore it rep- 
resents the highest Creative moment of culture.”17 W hat is significant in this argument 
is that “culture” is defined not as an autonomous domain but as an agent of history: 
it is charged with a mandate not just to reflect but to trigger and accelerate the flow 

of history.



Undoubtedly such arguments served to reinforce the self-affirming posture of the 
Kemalist reforms against their critics, who questioned the wisdom of abandoning cen- 
tııries-old Ottoman culture in a matter of few years. On these grounds it could be 
argued that to break away from Ottoman culture was not an arbitrary ideological 
decision but simply the need to follow the flow of history and capture the zeitgeist of 
the modern age. It was also on these rationalist grounds that modernisin in art and 
architecture could be justified as a historical imperative. From the moment of its 
arrival in Turkey, the progressive discourse of the Modern Movement found a perfect 
match in the rationalist and positivist biases of Kemalism. There is ample evidence in 
the publications of the 1930s that scientific justifications precluded doubt or dispute, 
equating both Kemalism and modernism with the unfolding of truth.

In the published speeches of Mustafa Kemal, this notion of scientific necessity or 
historical inevitability is a recurrent theme, not only as the basis for the legitimacy of 
the reforms but also as the basis for his own authority and leadership in making them 
happen. For example, in his historic speech delivered to the National Assembly in 1927 
as his personal account of the nationalist war and the subsequent reforms, Mustafa 
Kemal alluded to his awareness of events to come before  their actual unfolding. “I had 
observed the potential for progress latent in the conscience and in the future of the 
nation,” he said. “I had to carry this knowledge in my conscience as a national secret 
and gradually to see its implementation in ali aspects of our social organization.”18 
Mehmet Emin’s discussion of “revolutionism” in Ülkü confirmed this with the fol- 
lowing words: “It is always a chosen individual who feels the excitement of revolution 
in his soul before everyone else: this can be a lcader, a hero, or a genius.” 19

There is a conspicuous affinity between the spirit of these words and the basic 
Hegelian schema of teleological destiny with its concomitant notion of “heroes” (who 
are the agents of rationally unfolding history) and “victims” (who are yet ıınavvare of 
this irresistible grand plan in history). As is well known, modernist architects, too, 
envisioned themselves as heroes who knew that “the sun is mirrored even in a coffee 
spoon,”20— that is, that design (of objects or buildings) was capable of reflecting the 
larger course of history. This notion of zeitgeist, or “spirit of the age,” was the very 
basis upon which the modernist avant-garde soııght credibility and gradually trans- 
formed itself into the artistic-architectural establishment of the fîrst half of the twen- 
tieth century. The spirit of the age became a concept that explained everything, rather 
than being itself a concept to be explained. Modern works were and had to be that 
way because they could not possibly or rationally be othervvise, given the laws of his­
tory and nature. In Turkey, too, the official culture of the 1930s continuously evoked 
the zeitgeist of the modern age, vvhich, it was argued, ali nations should seek to cap­
ture in their political, social, cultural, and artistic endeavors. From this, it was a short 
step to the argument that the zeitgeist of the twentieth century was embodied prima- 
rily in the technology, machinery, and industry of the West, producing unprecedented 
wealth and well-being. To be “Western in spite of the West” meant, above ali, appro-



priating this technology, machinery, and industry for the nationalist goals of the 

Kemalist inkilap.
A more explicit longing for “the society of advanced technique” that Yakup Kadri 

Karaosmanoğlu posited as the prerequisite for the cultural and artistic regeneration of 
the nation can be found in Burhan Asaf’s discussion “Why Do We N ot Have A rt?” 
published in the same journal, K adro.21 Identifying the transition from craft to 
machine production as the primary principle shaping human history since the indus­
trial revolution, Asaf characterized the nineteenth century as “the pagan phase of 
machine civilization.” In this phase, he explained, machinery enslaved man for the 
production of utilitarian objects while the idea of art remained tied to old conceptions 
based on craft. With explicit reference to the art historian Heinrich Wölfflin, he argued 
that this “duality of the nineteenth-century weltanschauung” could be overcome only 
when painters, sculptors, musicians, architects, and literary figures came in direct con- 
tact with the machine. They had to understand the machine thoroughly, he wrote, and 
eventually conquer it as the basic matter of art. He concluded vvith a vision of the 
future reminiscent of the artistic ideals of Soviet productivism: “Machines, vvhich have 
hitherto produced utilitarian objects only, vvill create objects of art. To achieve this 
stage, hovvever, artists vvill have to get into their overalls, take control of the machine, 
and, giving it a soul, make it a sensitive tool just like the hand of the craftsman.”22

Another prominent republican author, Nurullah Ata, made a similar point in 
1934 in Yedigün. Criticizing the stubborn craft enthusiasts’ biases against the machine 
in matters of art, Ata narrated his own recent realization that photography vvas an art 
form, albeit vvith different tools from those of paiııting.23 Along similar lines, the first 
issue of İnsan, a cultural journal to vvhich leading intellectuals and artists contributed 
in the late 1930s, defined the goal of the “Turkish renaissance” in terms of three aspi- 
rations. First, the transition from craft to industry and “from semicolony to nation” 
had to be accomplished. Second, Turkey had to progress from a closed and mystical 
system of social relations to an international and hümanist one. Third, the fatalist 
mentality uninterested in this vvorld had to give way to a mentality of “paradise on 
earth” by vvhich the Creative povver of the people could be unleashed.24 It should be 
pointed out that although İnsan vvas not an architectural publication, it included 
translations of Le Corbusier’s most influential vvritings on modern architecture and 
urbanism and on “the age of the automobile, mass production, steel, concrete, and 
glass,” vvith commentaries by leading Turkish intellectuals such as Hilmi Ziya Ülken.25

It cannot be missed that Burhan Asaf’s “duality of the nineteenth century” 
betvveen utility and art foreshadovved Sigfried Giedion’s classic account of modern art 
and architecture as the final overcoming of the same duality in the tvventieth century. 
According to Giedion, modernism vvas the realization of the zeitgeist of the modern 
age in art and architecture, after those disciplines’ blindness to it for the most of the 
nineteenth century.26 As Giedion, a student of Heinrich Wölfflin’s, explained it, his ac­
count vvas derived largely from Wölfflin’s notions of zeitgeist and vveltanschauung—



the very concepts that informed Burhan Asaf’s essay. Moreover, Asaf’s longing for 
a future society in vvhich the difference betvveen craft and machine production vvould 
be eliminated vvas remarkably similar to that expressed in the paradigmatic 1922 es­
say “Art, Handicraft, Technology” by the German architectural critic Adolf Behne. 
Nurullah A ta’s observations on photography and painting almost paraphrased 
Behne’s characterization of the transition “from the factura of the brush to the fac- 
tura of light” or “from the craftsmanly to the technical,” vvhen painting gave vvay to 
photography.27 Collectively, such published vvritings about the relationship betvveen 
the Kemalist inkilap  and the art and architecture expected to arise from it suggest that 
a number of Turkish authors vvere familiar vvith the intellectual sources of European 
modernism. German philosophical and art historical sources, especially, vvere cited in 
support of arguments concerning hovv art and architecture had to express the essence 
of their own epoch and hovv the Modern Movement expressed the zeitgeist of the 
machine age.

At the same time, Le Corbusier enjoyed a special status as the great popularizer 
of these arguments and the charismatic polemicist for modern architecture and urban- 
ism. In 1931, in an inaugural issue of Mimar, Le Corbusier vvas idolized as an archi­
tect vvho vvas “not just a reformer but a true revolutionary [inkilapçı] ,” the 
mastermind of “contemporary urbanism [musaır şehircilik]."2* Aptullah Ziya, one of 
the most prolifk architects and architectural critics of the 1930s, evoked the vvell- 
knovvn Corbusean connection betvveen modern architecture and the technological 
icons of the nevv epoch. As quoted at the beginning of this chapter, he vvrote that 
the inspiration for the “nevv art” (yeni sanat) of the tvventieth century (and of the 
Kemalist inkilap) could no longer be the monuments of the past but should be sought 
in airplanes “hovering in the skies and ocean liners . . . Crossing the sea at phenome- 
nal speeds.” The offîcial republican daily, H akim iyet-i M illiye, published excerpts 
from Ludvvig Hilbersheimer’s vvritings on the need for the architect “to employ the 
same rational thinking, the same precision and economy, that an engineer applies to 
building a machine, a ship, a car, an airplane, or a bridge.”29 The enthusiastic re- 
ception the Nevv Architecture won in Turkey has to be understood in the context of 
this republican fascination vvith the industrial sources and technological icons of 
modernism.

Technological İcons of Modernism

As t h e  c u l t u r a l  historian Leo M arx explains it, the “industrial 
iconography” of the nineteenth century signified the replaceınent of the idea of tech- 
nology as discrete artifacts and machines, or the so-called mechanical arts, vvith an 
entirely nevv conception of technology as the primary agent of social change.30 In 
Turkey, too, the industrial and engineering achievements of the West (especially of the 
United States, its mythical status enhanced by geographical distance) vvere the mate-



rial bases of “civilization” that generations of Turkish reformers longed for. As early 
as 1918, the journal Sanayi (Industry) undertook publication vvith the claim to be “the 
guiding light for ali the minds infused vvith the national ideal”;’1 it continued to be 
published in the republican period under the nevv title Endüstri. Collaged images of 
turbines, pistons, machinery, factory chimneys, and propellers vvere used as cover 
designs for the magazine throughout the 1930s, reminiscent of Russian avant-garde 
collages or the cover designs for Das N eue Frankfurt in Weimar Germany. From the 
tıırn of the century onvvard, images of skyscrapers, grain silos, bridges, railroads, air- 
plaııes, and assembly lines, along vvith anecdotes of Henry Ford’s life and career, vvere 
published extensively in illustrated popular magazines. Even in a poor, agricultural, 
and vvar-vveary country like Turkey, vvhere such images lacked any real material basis, 
the proliferation of such industrial iconography created a favorable context in vvhich 
a poiemic for modern architecture could be situated.

To give some examples of these popular images of industry and technology, I 
begin vvith Muhit, the “illustrated family magazine,” vvhich began publication in 
1928, in the midst of the transition from the old script to the Latin alphabet. A 1929 
editorial featııred a loııg, self-explanatory title: “İt is necessary to change: If societies 
do not change, they vvill be forever coııdemned to barbarism and nomadism.”32 The 
illııstrations at the tops of the pages depicted, respectively, a sailboat beiııg passed by 
an airplane overhead, a horse-dravvn carriage beiııg outraced by an automobile, and 
an earlier version of the locomotive being overtaken by a bigger steam engine. There 
vvas an illııstration of the Brooklyn Bridge (itself a modernist icon glorified by the 
fa m ou s Mayakovski poem aroıınd the same time) tovvering above small tııgboats, and 
another illııstration shovving a silhoııette of skyscrapers dvvarfing a little vvooden hut 
belovv. In 1932, Muhit ran an article titled “The Daring Enterprise of Metropolitan 
Nevv York,” featuring the specifications of the Radio City complex and Rockefeller 
Çenter, vvith perspective and axonometric vievvs of the skyscrapers.”  In the same 
issııe, a translated piece titled “W hat Is Mechanization and W hat Kind of Society 
Results from It?” vvas illustrated vvith photographs of a factory in Pittsbıırgh and a 
portrait of Henry Ford, argııably the figüre most influential in the eyes of the mod­
ernist architectural avant-garde in Europe betvveen the vvars.

What is remarkable in these early popular images of industry and advanced tech­
nology is a sense of Science fiction— a fascination vvith unfamiliar forms of machin­
ery, vehicles, and buildings but little information (and sometimes misinformation) 
about their actııal context, location, or designers. It is as if the idea vvas to claim them 
for a universal future for humankind independent of the particularities of place and 
nation and to evoke a linear patlı of progress along vvhich Turkey aspired to march. 
For exaınple, in 1924, just a year after the proclamation of the republic, an article in 
Kesim li Ay contrasted the metropolitan condition of “civilized countries” vvith “our 
small and humble Capital city under construction in Ankara.” The accompanying 
illııstration vvas that of a futuristic skyscraper city vvith airplanes flying above and 
multilevel subvvay systems belovv ground (fig. 3.1)— an unattributed variant of Nevv



Fig. 3.1. "Cities of the Future": illus- 
tration of a modern metropolis published 
in the popular magazine Resimli Ay, 

March 1924. The image of skyscrapers 
and underground networks inspired by 
Nevv York City was a common visual 
trope in the architectural culture of the 
1920s at large.

York fantasies endlessly reproduced, from Harvey Wiley Corbett’s “The City of the 
Future” (1913) to Hugh Ferris’s The M etropolis o f  T om orroıv  (1929).34 Similarly, in 
1929 a single-page illustration in M uhit titled “M odern Cities” showed the model of 
a scheme for the Alexander Platz in Berlin encircled by the streamlined forms of 
Mendelsohnian buildings (fig. 3.2). With no identification of the project, hovvever, the 
commentary simply read: “A majör characteristic of civilization is its tendency to be 
bored by the mainstream and to look for nevv means to respond to nevv needs.”35 

Although American technological and industrial achievements continued to fasci- 
nate modern Turkey throughout the 1920s and 1930s, Kemalist Turkey had no real 
contact vvith American experts, engineers, and firms. For historical and political rea- 
sons, the country relied almost exclusively on Germany for expertise; in any case, 
Kemalism found a better match in the statist, anticapitalist appropriation of technol- 
ogy that vvas articulated by German thinkers, leaders, and engineers.’6 While popular 
magazines continued to featııre futııristic images of American technological vvonders, 
official Turkish publications of the 1930s focused more specifîcally on the actual 
industrial and technological accomplishments of the nevv republican regime. Most 
representatively, La Turquie Kem aliste  extensively published photographs of factories, 
povver plants, bridges, dams, and agricultural machinery, sometimes collaged into 
posters, underscoring the propaganda function of this industrial iconography (fig.
3.3). With the implementation of the first five-year industrial plan (1934) and the



Aledeniyetin en büyük vasıfların­
ızdan birisi basmakalıptan bıkma­
sı. Ve daima yeni ihtiyaçlara cevap 
verecek yeni vasıtalar yaratması­
dır. Sağdaki resimde Almanyanın 
bir şehrinde inşa edilmiş toparlak 
evler görüyoruz. Aşağıdaki resim 
ise Berlinde yapılacak olan bir 
mahalle ile ortasındaki meydanın 

modelidir.

Fig. 3 .2 . "Modern Cities": futuristic image of a modern metropolis published in the illustrated 
popular magazine Muhit, 1929. The lower image is taken from the Alexander Platz competition in 

Berlin, 1928, but is not identified as such.



Fig. 3 .3 . Industrial imagery representing the aspirations and accomplishments of the new republic. 
Left: Contemporary postcard of the Kayseri textile milis of Sümerbank, published by the Ministry of 
İnterior Press Office. Right: The collage "Ankara Construit" from La Turquie Kemaliste, February 1937.

establishment of majör State industries, especially Sümerbank for textiles (1933) and 
Etibank for mining (1935), industry and technology vvere celebrated as centerpieces of 
nationalism. As Benedict Anderson noted in his classic book on nationalism,37 the 
naming of these State industries after the ancient civilizations of the region, those of 
the Sumerians and the Hittites, respectively, is particularly representative of how 
nationalist narratives operate. While their names grounded the nation in a remote and 
mythical past rooted in the land— the archaic component of nationalism— the pro- 
grams of Sümerbank and Etibank symbolized the futuristic industrial aspirations of 
Kemalisin— the utopic component of nationalism.

The establishment of the Turkish Iron and Steel Works, especially the construc­
tion of its blast furnaces, in Karabük in 1937 by an English firm, H. A. Brassert and 
Company, vvas elevated to epic proportions.38 Such nevv enterprises tovvard industrial- 
ization vvere regarded as continuations of the nationalist War of Independence on a 
different front, this time against the forces of nature— a theme frequently evoked in 
the writings of republican intellectuals. In 1933 Şevket Süreyya vvrote: “The national 
liberation movement means the transformation of a backvvard society into an



advanced and organized nation. Hence the most important thing is that the real strug- 
gle is not betvveen men, but betvveen men and nature. The struggle vvith nature is the 
main principle, the highest goal, and the most vital symbol of ali national liberation 
movements, including and especially that of Turkish nationalism.” ’9

A povverful allegorical representation of this theme can be found in the competi- 
tion for tvvo large murals to decorate the main passenger hail of the nevv railroad 
terminal in Ankara, designed by Şekip Akalın and completed in 1937 (see fig. 6.17). 
The vvinning pair of murals, by Nurettin Ergüven, each measuring four by tvventy- 
one meters, depicted the Turkish national saga in tvvo stages, “Before the Treaty of 
Lausanne” and “After the Treaty of Lausanne.”40 The first one shovved heroic scenes 
of the nationalist vvar; the second vvas devoted to the postvvar accomplishments of the 
republic in the form of technology, industry, and transportation. İt shovved a train 
entering a village, concrete bridges, harbors and docks, irrigation canals, agricııltural 
scenes, factories vvith smoking chimneys, the construction of Ankara, highvvays, and 
airplanes, evoking similar examples of Soviet social realism around the same time.

By the mid-1930s, slogaııs such as “electrification of Turkey” and “covering the 
motherland vvith an iron vveb of railroads” expressed the goals of national economic 
policy. 41 Netvvorks of communication and transportation— railvvays, roads, bridges, 
and tunnels— vvere particularly significant in represeııting a nevv territorial conscious- 
ness of nationhood. Like nevvspapers, vvhich vvere instrumental in the spread of 
nationalism by making every corner of the country accessible and linked to every 
other, these netvvorks and structures of transportation contributed to the mental map- 
ping of the “imagined community.” Their importance for republican self-conscious- 
ness and self-representation is amply documented in official publications. İn 1934, for 
example, the first issue of the Jou rn al o f  Public W orks (Nafıa İşleri M ecmuası) pııb- 
lished a lengthy report on the history and present status of bridge construction in 
Turkey. After paying homage to the masonry tradition of Sinan and other Ottoman 
builders, the report began vvith the first bridge bııilt during the republic, vvhich con- 
tinued the same masonry tradition: the Garzan Bridge on the Siirt-Diyarbakır road in 
southeastern Turkey, bııilt in 1923. This thirty-six-meter single-span bridge, con- 
strııcted “in a distant and difficult terrain and in the absence of advanced scientific 
means,” vvrote the author, himself a civil engineer, “demonstrated the republic’s love 
of construction and the determination and courage of our engineers.”42 The rest of 
the report described the nevv reinforced concrete bridges of the republic, vvith their 
increasingly greater spans and slenderer aesthetic.

Railroads, one of the majör state enterprises identified vvith the early republican 
period, had a particularly symbolic status as transmitters of the Kemalist inkilap  to 
every corner of the nation. The journal Ülkü hailed “the railvvay policies” of the nevv 
regime as an instrument for realizing the goals of the inkilap  and a representation of 
hovv the regime approached large-scale national issues.43 Photographs of trains and 
nevv station buildings, statistics, and maps proudly announcing kilometers of nevv rail 
lines constructed since the proclamation of the republic vvere published in Demiryolu



(Railroads), the official publicatioıı of the State Railroads, an administrative unit con- 
nected to the Ministry of Transportation (fig. 3.4). The nevv railroad stations built 
during the early 1930s follovved a standardized design vvith a conspicuously modernist 
aesthetic that vvas intended to be the most appropriate architectural expression of the 
Progressive function of the railroads. Photographs of the Sivas, M alatya, and Manisa 
railroad stations, among others, show identical façades displaying this nevv aesthetic: 
symmetrical, undecorated arrangements of plain vertical and horizontal volumes vvith 
flat roofs and geometric façade articulations (fig. 3 .5 ).44 In many provincial cities, the 
most modern-looking residential neighborhoods (plain single-family or row houses 
vvith gardens) vvere built around the nevv station buildings (istasyon m ahalleleri) for 
the employees of the State Railroads.

The celebration of bridges, industrial plants, and railroads as aesthetic objects 
follovved similar recent developments in European architectural culture. Grain eleva- 
tors and silos, for example, the well-known Corbusean archetypes of modern archi­
tecture, vvere such objects of architectural and aesthetic interest for Turkish architects, 
vvho admired their basic composition of unadorned masses and volumes and their 
utilitarian design precepts. The professional journal A rkitekt  published photographs 
and detailed descriptions of the nevv reiııforced concrete grain silos built in Turkey 
since 1933.45 Constructed vvith European technology and knovv-hovv (Ankara and 
Konya silos vvere built by MIAG, a German construction firm; Eskişehir and Sivas silos 
vvere built by Froment Clavier, a French firm), they vvere presented as archetypes of 
modern functional building that Turkish architects could learn from. Nevv technolo- 
gies such as prefabricated reinforced concrete slabs and panels assembled on site, or 
nevv methods such as mechanized loading, unloading, and processing systems, vvere 
particularly highlighted in these descriptions.

Dams and povver plants, too, vvere aesthetic objects vvorthy of designers’ atten- 
tion. M ost prominently, Çubuk Dam near Ankara, completed in 1936, vvas endlessly 
reproduced in official publications and postcards (fig. 3.6). N ot only vvas it clear testi- 
mony to the nevv republic’s mastery över nature, but also it exemplified an impressive 
aesthetic refinement of a utilitarian program, not unlike the case of the Dnieprostroy 
Dam in the Soviet Union, designed by the constructivist architects Vesnin Brothers in 
1927—1932. Çubuk Dam vvas published in A rkitekt, vvhich gave only the technical and 
constructional details— the amount of concrete, the conditions of the soil, the struc- 
tural calculations of the vvall— in the typical “scientific” discourse of expertise that 
architects adopted in their journal.46 Beyond this discourse, hovvever, the dam ’s pho- 
tographic appeal clearly resulted from its elegant modernist composition. The giant 
curve of the dam vvas counterbalanced by the undulating concave-convex form of the 
restaurant-casino at vvater’s edge at the bottom of the valley (see fig. 2.12). Attached 
to the povverful svveep of the dam ’s concrete curve, a curious small, templelike com- 
memorative portico marked the end of the approach from the landscaped park. 
Classical Ottoman columns of the crystalline order supported this portico, vvhich vvas 
inscribed vvith the words of Atatürk— a small relic of the National Architecture
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Fig. 3.4. Cover of the special issue of Railroads celebrating the tenth anniversary of the republic, 29 
October 1933, and representing progress in transportation.



Fig. 3 .5 . Prototype design for railroad stations across the country in the 1930s: a repeatable and 
recognizable modern image symbolizing the extension of the Central State into the provinces. Three 
examples with identical designs: Malatya Station (top), Manisa Station (middle), and Sivas Station 
(bottom).
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Fig. 3 .6 . A majör technologi- 
cal and cultural icon of 
republican modernity: Çubuk 
Dam outside Ankara (1936), 
vvith a public park and a 
restaurant-casino (also see fig. 
2.12). Contemporary postcard 
published by the Ministry of 
İnterior Press Office. Fig. 3 .7 . 

Commemorative portico vvith 
classical details attached to 
the giant curve of Çubuk 
Dam, Ankara, 1936.



Renaissance in what vvas othervvise a shovvcase of republican modernism (fig. 3.7). 
Besides the main structure of the dam, its filter station (1935—1936), a balanced geo- 
metric composition of horizontal volumes, rounded corners, and a vertical tovver, also 
testified to the aesthetic potential of industrial and utilitarian buildings (see fig. 4 .6).47 
A discussion of this particular aesthetic trope in early republican architecture follovvs 
in chapter 4.

Factories vvere particularly significant, both as quintessential modern buildings 
and as built manifestations of republican success in catching up with “contemporary 
civilization” (fig. 3.8). Since the nineteenth century, foreign architects and engineers 
had on occasion been commissioned to design factories in Ottoman Turkey. This prac- 
tice vvas extended and systematized under the republican regime, and although there 
has been little research on this topic, some of the most prominent European names in 
modern architecture designed industrial buildings for Turkey during the first decade 
of the republic. One of them vvas the British architect-engineer Sir Owen Williams, a 
pioneer in the use of reinforced concrete mushroom columns, vvho reportedly de­
signed a cotton-crushing mili in Adana in 1926. Another vvas Rob Mallet-Stevens, the 
prominent French modernist architect, vvho designed a distillery in İstanbul in 1930.48 
The German architect Fritz August Breuhaus designed the sugar factories, adminis- 
tration buildings, housing, and social services in Eskişehir and Turhal, tvvo of the most 
important early republican industrial complexes.49

It vvas the factories of Sümerbank, hovvever, an institution that singularly sym- 
bolized the ideals of nationalist industrialization in the 1930s, that vvere elevated to 
the status of majör republican icons and extensively covered in official publications 
(see fig. 3 .3 ).5(1 From the inception of the five-year industrial plan of 1934, Sümerbank’s 
publications reported the construction of fifteen factories.51 These ineluded the textile 
factories in Bakırköy (1934), Kayseri (1935), Bursa (1935), Ereğli (1937), Nazilli 
(1937), and Malatya (1937), as well as the paper milis of İzmit (1936), the iron and 
Steel milis of Karabük (1937), and artificial silk factory in Gemlik (1935). The cotton  
mili in Kayseri (1934-1935), attributed to a Russian architect, is an interesting exam- 
ple evocative of postrevolution Soviet experiments. It vvas conceived as a small facto­
ry tovvn, ineluding vvorkers’ housing, social clııb, cinema, svvimming pool, day-care 
çenter, infirmary, and sports facilities in addition to the main factory building (fig. 
3.8). At least one foreign traveler deseribed it as “the largest cotton mili in the Near 
East.”52 its perspeetive dravvings and models vvere featııred in La Turquie Kem aliste in 
1934 to illustrate “Nevv Turkey’s Five-Year industrial Plan.” 53 The textile factories in 
Nazilli and Bursa vvere also conspicuously modern designs.54 They displayed clear for­
mal distinetions betvveen different components of the program and vvere informed by 
functional considerations such as receiving northern light in the main sheds. M ost of 
the buildings vvere conceived as simple, undecorated geometric volumes vvith details 
such as metal railings and circular vvindovvs, vvhich in the context of modernist archi­
tectural culture of the 1930s signified the “machine aesthetic” of ocean liners.

There vvas, hovvever, one particular building of the 1930s that epitomized the



Fig. 3.8. Modern architectural design of industrial buildings in the early Republic. Top: "Yüniş" 
textile factory in Ankara, circa 1930. Bottom: General vievv of the textile milis of Sümerbank in 
Kayseri (1934-1936), the pride of republican industrialization in the 1930s.



ocean-liner aesthetic of the Modern Movement as popularized by Le Corbusier in 
Europe in the 1920s. Literally above the water like a ship, the summer residence of 
Atatürk in Florya, İstanbul (1934-1936), vvas the work of Seyfî Arkan (1904-1966), 
“the fîrst true Turkish modernist,” according to many commentators.55 After gradu- 
ating from the Academy of Fine Arts in 1928, Arkan had spent four years in the Berlin 
Technische Hochschııle, and vvith a solid reputation as an uncompromising mod­
ernist, he vvas selected for the Florya project by Atatürk himself. Bringing to mind 
other famous contemporaneous modernist buildings, such as the De La Warr Pavilion 
at Bexhill, England, by Eric Mendelsohn and Serge Chermayeff (1933), Arkan’s “ship 
building” is a remarkable example of this nevv modern type that explored the aesthetic 
potentials of reinforced concrete. It is a horizontally elongated composition project- 
ing över the sea and connected to the land by a walkway, the intersection of the two 
marked by a vertical element (fig. 3.9). The fully glazed circular projection of the main 
space and the thin cantilevered projections of the flat roof vvere characteristic elements 
of the modernist aesthetic of the time. The long open corridor, like the deck of a boat, 
the row of circular vvindovvs, or “portholes,” and the vvhite metal railiııg of the decks 
unequivocally connect this building to the image of ocean liners.

Perhaps even more prominent an image than the ocean liner vvas the airplane, 
vvith its concomitant metaphor of flight, vvhich, as cultural historians poiııt out, vvas 
“an imaginative turning point deeply implicated in the modernist avant-garde move­
ment.”5'’ Le Corbusier’s passioıı for flight and airplanes vvas favorably received in 
Turkey, vvhere the founder of the republic himself took a personal interest in civil avi- 
ation. A mural of Atatürk pointing to the skies decorates one vvall of the Turkish 
Aviation Society (Türk Hava Kurumu); it is inscribed vvith his famous aphorism, “The 
futııre is in the skies” (istikbal göklerdedir). The school for civil aviation, the “Turkish 
Bird” (Türk Kuşu), vvas housed in a modern building in Ankara designed by Ernst Egli 
in 1937, and photographs of it appeared on numerous postcards, in La Turquie 
Kem aliste, and in other offîcial publications (fig 3.10). The reinforced concrete build­
ing vvith its flat roof and roof terrace, its semicircular projection on the front façade, 
and its circular vvindovvs at roof level effectively associated the theme of aviation vvith 
a modernist aesthetic, evoking the progressive claims of both.

Aviation vvas an important theme of republican modernity in more than one vvay. 
It vvas the subject matter of art, as, for example, in the famous painting “Aviators” by 
Nurullah Berk (vvith ali its futurist elements: propeller, aviator hats, goggles), vvhich 
vvas exhibited in the “Revolution and A rts” exhibition of 1933 in Ankara (fig. 3.11). It 
vvas the subject matter of propaganda postcards published by the Ministry of Interior, 
as in one portraying a young Turkish aviator (fig. 3.11). M ost recognizable, however, 
vvere photographs of Sabiha Gökçen, the fîrst vvoman aviator and military pilot of 
Turkey, vvhich vvere circulated in offîcial and popular publications and featured on 
magazine covers (fig. 3.12). In these particular images, the two most povverful symbols 
of republican modernity, the Kemalist vvoman and technological progress, vvere com- 
bined as ultimate testimony to the success of the nevv nation.



Fig. 3 .9 . A paradigmatic modernist building of the 1930s: Atatürk's summer residence in Florya, 
İstanbul (1934-1936), designed by Seyfi Arkan. Floating över the vvater like a ship, the building 
makes references to the Corbusean "ocean-liner aesthetic," especially vvith its "deck" spaces, port- 
holes, and metal railing. View of the approach from land (top) and the curved "deck" on the sea 

(bottom).



Electricity vvas yet another important theme of 
modernity, portrayed as an agent of civilization in both 
the literal and metaphorical senses of the term “illumi- 
nation.” While state publications celebrated the “electri- 
fication of Turkey,” popular magazines described fully 
electrifîed “houses of tomorrovv” in vvhich electricity 
vvould be applied to everyday lives and domestic spaces.
Architects, too, wrote about the electrification of the 
home as the defîning feature of contemporariness (asri­
lik ), even proposing novelties such as electrically heated 
and illuminated beds.57 There vvere no significant proto­
type designs comparable to, for example, the “Casa 
Elettrica” of Italian rationalist architects Luigi Fiğini and Gino Pollini for the Societa 
Edison in Italy. Nonetheless, the Turkish counterpart of that organization, the Societe 
Anonyme Turquie d’Installation Electrique (SATIE), promoted the symbolic associa- 
tion betvveen electricity and modernism. its advertisements depicted modern build­
ings, modern interiors, and modern lifestyles vvith household appliances. In 1934, 
SATIE commissioned Sedad Hakkı Eldem, then a yoııng architect at the start of his 
career, to design its offices in Fındıklı, İstanbul (fig. 3.13). Eldem’s modern building, 
reflecting the influence of Corbusean principles (especially with its flat roof, pilotis, 
and free plan), is one of the few exceptions to the architect’s othervvise “Turkish-style” 
ouvre (which I discuss in chapter 6). It testifies to the strong modernist image that the 
electric company vvished to project. Similarly, Rebii Gorbon designed a store for the 
display of electrical and gas appliances as a distinctive tvvo-story modern building on 
a triangular lot vvith the sign “House of Electricity” (e lek trik  evi) prominently dis- 
played above the entrance (fig. 3.14). With its flat roof, horizontal vvindovv band turn- 
ing the corners, reinforced concrete construction, and mushroom columns on the

Fig. 3.10. Another mod­
ernist icon of the nevv 
Ankara: the "Turkish 
Bird" Civil Aviation 
School (1937-1938), 
designed by Ernst Egli. 
Photograph from La 
Turquie Kemal iste, April 
1938, showing the build­
ing just completed.



Fig. 3 .1 1 . Images of aviation and aviators, a central theme in the representation of Kemalist Turkey's 
aspiration to catch up with the zeitgeist of the modern age. Top: The painting "Aviators" by 
Nurullah Berk, a member of the avant-garde "Group D," vvas exhibited in the "Revolution and 
Arts" exhibition in Ankara in 1933, celebrating the tenth anniversary of the republic.
Bottom : Contemporary postcard of a “young Turkish aviator" published by the Ministry of Interior 

Press Office.



Fig. 3 .1 2 . Aviation and 
modern women, two sym- 
bols of the republican revo­
lution juxtaposed. Cover of 
the popular republican 
vveekly Yedigün (28 July 
1937) featuring Sabiha 
Gökçen, Turkey's first female 
pilot and Atatürk's adopted 
daughter.

main floor, the House of Electricity vvas a small shovvcase of modernity, both in form 
and content.58

It was the public use of electricity, however, that made it an icon of republican 
modernity. Lighted structures and illuminated signs were among the most important 
devices of Kemalist propaganda, again similar to the political function of light in con- 
temporaneous fascist and socialist contexts. Among the temporary commemorative 
structures celebrating the tenth anniversary of the republic,59 the illuminated towers 
designed for the RPP by arehiteet Seyfettin Arkan vvere particularly remarkable in 
their constructivist statement: abstract prismatic towers of thin, cantilevered slabs lit 
from belovv (see fig. 2.24). illuminated night views of such structures and of majör 
government buildings and public parks vvere among the most familiar posteard images 
of the 1930s, especially during national holidays and unique events of national signif- 
icance such as the İzmir International Fair. In the case of the latter, architectural 
deseriptions of the Kültürpark fairgrounds ineluded heavy emphasis on the electrical 
system (tenvirat işleri)— the use of neon lights, projectors, and “sodium and mercury



Fig. 3 .1 3 . Offices of the Societe Anonyme Turquie d'lnstallation Electrique (SATIE) in Fındıklı, 
İstanbul (1934), by Sedad Hakkı Eldem, displaying the Corbusean principles of flat roof, horizontal 
band vvindovvs, pilotis, and free plan. Figüre 3 .1 4 . "House of Electricity," a store for electrical appli- 
ances in Kadıköy, İstanbul (1937), by Rebii Gorbon.The plain "cubic" volüme of the building, the 
transparency of the ground floor, and the use of reinforced concrete mushroom columns on the 
lovver level are some of the most conspicuously "modern" features of the building.



Fig. 3 .1 5 .  Electricity and night illumination as an expression of progress and a source of republi- 
can pride. Night view of the 1938 İzmir International Fair. Contemporary postcard issued by the 
Fair Organizatioıı Committee.

lamps,” as well as the lighting of paths, pavilions, landscaping, and artificial lakes, ali 
captured in night views (fig. 3 .15).60 Such images suggest that electricity was a key 
ingredient in the spirit of celebration, youth, optimism, and progress embodied by the 
spaces of public gathering and recreation, a spirit that reached its zenith in the exhi- 
bition spaces of the republic.

Public Display of Industry and Progress

As J a m e s  C . S c o t t  has pointed out, a fascination with productivity 
is a defining feature of the high modernist vision, and it was particularly appealing to 
nationalist regimes that saw it as a “technological fix to class struggle.”'’1 In Ttırkey’s 
case, although there was little talk about “class struggle” or “classes” in the socialist 
sense, there was another gap that industrial progress and material vvell-being were 
expected to bridge. That was the gap between the peasant and the city dvveller, the 
country and the city. In the preface to his comprehensive history of Sümerbank, Zafer 
Toprak emphasizes the priority that was placed on consumer goods in the 1930s. “The 
initiatives taken by Sümerbank,” he writes, “opened the closed village ecoııomy, ere-



ated unity betvveen urban and rural communities, and played an important role in uni- 
fying the villager vvith the market.” 62 Nowhere is this emphasis on consumer goods 
produced by State enterprises for the vvell-being of a thoroughly unifîed nation seen 
better than in posters by Ihap Hulusi (Görey) (1898-1986), the most prolific graphic 
designer of the early republican period and the maker of Sümerbank’s “corporate 
image.” Numerous posters for Sümerbank textiles and for State monopolies such as 
tobacco and alcohol, as well as advertisements for banks and for household appli- 
ances such as radios and refrigerators, bear his signature. W hat is particularly inter­
esting in many of these posters is the harmonious coexistence of the peasant and the 
city dvveller, vvith the products of industry offering fulfillment of their respective aspi- 
rations in life— parallel but never in conflict (fig. 3.16).

Sümerbank’s imposing Central offices in Ulus Square, Ankara, also underscored 
the significance and stature of that institution as the ultimate syrnbol of State pro- 
ductivity in republican Turkey. An international competition for the building’s design 
was held in 1934, vvith participation by prominent Turkish, German, and European

Fig. 3 .1 6 . Advertisement posters designed by the prominent graphic artist ihap Hulusi for RCA 
radios (left) and Sümerbank textiles (right). The harmonious juxtaposition of the peasant and the 
urban Citizen was a Central theme of the nationalist vision in the 1930s.



Fig. 3 .1 7 . Projects entered in the international architectural competition for the Sümerbank central 
offices in Ulus Square, Ankara (1934). Projects by Martin Elsaesser, the commission-vvinning 
architect (top left), Fritz August Breuhaus (top right), Albert Laprade (bottom left), and the Turkish 
architects Behçet Sabri and Bedrettin Hamdi (bottom right). The last displays a conspicuously more 
modernist aesthetic (asymmetrical, undecorated, lighter, and more transparent) than the heavier and 
more "classical" designs of the European architects.
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Fig. 3 .18. Construction photographs of the Sümerbank building by Martin Elsaesser. Top: May
1937, midvvay through construction, shovving the enormous scale of the building vvith respect to 
the urban fabric of old Ankara around the citadel. Bottom: September 1937 view of the top floor 
under construction, shovving the reinforced concrete mushroom columns and circular skylights.



architects (fig. 3 .17).63 Although first prize vvas avvarded to Seyfi Arkan’s project, the 
commission eventually vvent to the German architect M artin Elsaesser. The scale of 
the building, the use of the latest reinforced concrete structural systems (such as the 
mushroom columns of the top floor carrying a slab punctured for skylights), and the 
Central location of the building in the heart of the old city ali contributed to the over- 
all effect. As can be seen in the construction photographs (fig. 3 .18), the scale of the 
urban fabric vvas completely transformed, the old buildings of the citadel area in the 
background vvere dvvarfed, and the entire public space of Ulus Square vvas redefined.

In 1929, the National Economy and Savings Society (Milli iktisat ve Tasarruf 
Cemiyeti) vvas established to educate and encourage the people “to live economically, 
to combat vvaste, and to use national products.” It convened a Congress of Indııstry 
in 1930, follovved by a Congress of Agriculture in 1931, tovvard the Society’s aim of 
“increasing national production and improving its quality.” Although improving “the 
quality, strength, and elegance” of national products vvas a stated objective, no sys- 
tematic effort to focus on matters of design, craft, or production follovved from it. 
One can speculate that if efforts had been directed tovvard these issues in the manner 
of the arts and crafts schools in England at the turn of the century or the Deutsche 
Werkbund in Germany, the history of modernism in Turkey might have been very dif­
ferent. Nonetheless, the primary contribution of the National Economy and Savings 
Society to Turkish modernism vvas its emphasis on exhibitions, vvhich, in the 1930s, 
became shovvcases for modern architecture and republican public space. The society 
had 210 branches in different cities in 1933. its pedagogical mission included propa­
ganda posters, the journal E conom y and Savings, preparation of brochures, school 
plays, poems, and educational material, the institutionalization and celebration of 
“Savings and National Products Week,” and, above ali, the organizing of exhibitions. 
The society also led Turkey’s participation in exhibitions elsevvhere, such as the 
Bııdapest International Exposition of 1931, for vvhich Sedad Hakkı Eldem designed 
the Turkish pavilioıı.

In 1933, on the occasion of the tenth anniversary of the republic, the society pre- 
pared a majör “Exhibition of National Econom y” featuring agricultııral and indus- 
trial products, textiles, olive oil, sugar, carpets, maps of railroad construction, and 
charts of electrification. In the brochure published for the occasion, futuristic aspira- 
tions for industry and technology vvere mixed vvith references to archaic Turkish cul­
ture, connecting the tvvo in a svveeping gesture of nationalist narrative. In descriptions 
of the exhibits on railroads, for example, the Turkish engineers and vvorkmen vvho 
“spanned the large bridges and dug the deep tunnels” vvere presented as descendents 
of “the Gray Wolf that dug through the iron mountain.” 64 This vvas an overt reference 
to the nationalist legend about the Turks’ origin in and migration from Central Asia. 
The “old versus nevv” construct, too, vvas an important rhetorical device in distin- 
guishing republican accomplishments from “the neglect and poverty” of the late 
Ottoman Empire: “In the dynastic empire, the meaning of the vvord “exhibition” vvas



limited to the tespih  [prayer beads] and spice stands that opened in the courtyard of 
Beyazıt Mosqııe in the month of Ramadan. In the nevv Turkish republic, vvhich is 
building up its national industry, the modern concept of exhibition has been accepted 
as a progressive necessity.”65

The connection betvveen the modernist design of exhibition spaces and the pro­
gressive claims of political regimes in the 1930s is a well-known theme in the history 
of architecture. Among many important exhibitions of the 1930s, the M ostra della 
Rivoluzione Fascista of 1932 in Rome vvas of particular significance and inspiration 
for Turkish architectural culture. It vvas visited by the Turkish architect Aptullah Ziya 
and vvas featured in popular publications as vvell as in the professional journal 
A rkitekt. That it vvas organized to celebrate the tenth anniversary of Mussolini’s 
march on Rome suggests a parallel to the idea of comparable exhibitions to celebrate 
the tenth anniversary of the Turkish republic, including the previously mentioned 
Exhibition of National Economy in 1933.

That same year, an international competition for the nevv Exhibition Hail (Sergi 
Evi) in Ankara, commissioned by the National Economy and Savings Society, vvas 
concluded and construction started. The journal M im ar praised the society’s decisioıı 
to open a competition rather than commissioning the job to a foreign architect as vvas 
the norm. It expressed architects’ gratitude for the society’s “profound uııderstanding 
of the concept of native artists and architects, just like the concept of native/national 
products in the economy,” and it concluded vvith a plea for other state institutions to 
do the same.66 “Only in this way,” it argued, “can real Turkish artists create a vvorthy 
Turkish architecture by feeling it, and only then can vvorks foreign to Turkish culture 
be avoided.” The irony vvas that the selected project, by the Turkish architect Şevki 
Balmumcu (1905—1982), vvas the vvork perhaps most representative of a European 
modernist aesthetic, vvith affinities to Italian rationalist and Russian constructivist 
projects of the 1920s.

The competition brief explicitly stated that the design of the Exhibition Hail 
should be in “the style of modern architecture” (m odern  m im ari tarzında). From the 
twenty-six entries in the competition, tvvo projects vvere selected as finalists. The first 
vvas that of the Italian architect Paolo Vietti Violi (vvho also designed the stadium in 
Ankara). When the estimated cost of Vietti Violi’s design (400,000 Turkish lira) vvas 
found to be too high, Şevki Balmumcu’s project vvas selected for construction. It vvas 
a long, horizontal volüme vvith rounded ends, balanced by an asymmetrically placed 
entrance block and the inevitable vertical clock tovver to complete the composition 
(fig. 3.19). The long body of the building, vvith its horizontal band vvindovvs and 
rounded ends, coupled vvith the reinforced concrete tovver like a chimney, vvas evoca- 
tive of a huge ship, making the building a conspicuously modernist icon along presti- 
gious Atatürk Boulevard. The symbolism of technology and industry, embodied by 
both the form and the program of the building, vvas further accentuated by placing 
utilitarian and technical components of the building (vvater tanks, heating and venti-



Fig. 3 .19 . A majör architectural and cultural icon of Kemalist Ankara: the Exhibition Hail 
(1933-1934) by Şevki Balmumcu. Top: Axonometric dravving of the competition entry. Bottom : A 
postcard from the mid-1930s shovving the nevv building. İts streamlined form, composition of verti- 
cal and horizontal elements, flat roof, band vvindovvs, rounded corners, and tovver make it a partic- 
ularly paradigmatic example of 1930s modernism.



lation ducts) within the three vertical elements prominently placed to mark the main 
entrance. As specified in the brief, the exhibition space vvas arranged in two levels, tak- 
ing advantage of the inclined site: the lower level vvas reserved for bigger objects such 
as agricultural machinery, cars, and engines, vvhile the upper level vvas reserved for 
photographs, graphics, vvall panels, and smaller objects. The building’s “strong and 
mature statement of national identity” (clearly referring to the nationality of its 
Turkish designer rather than to the architecture of the building per se) and its final 
cost of 310,000 Turkish lira vvere praised in A rkitekt. “The richness of the building’s 
appearance is not the result of the kinds of expensive materials wasted by foreign 
architects in other buildings of Ankara,” said the commentary. “It has to do vvith the 
visual effect of the harmonious proportions of the volumes.”67

From its completion in 1934, the Exhibition Hail became one of the most impor­
tant public spaces symbolizing the progressive ideals of Kemalism. It vvas featured 
extensively in photographs, postcards, and posters of the republic, above ali in the 
pages of La Turquie Kem aliste. In 1934, a large exhibition celebrating the five-year 
industrial plan vvas held in the recently completed building; it was visited by ninety 
thousand people in its first seventeen days. “The modern exhibition techniques of 
large-scale photographs, billboards, graphics, typography, and photomontage vvere 
employed,” as one foreign observer described it,68 to give an educational history of 
Turkish industry, agriculture, and economy from the late empire to 1934. In 1936, 
the first majör photography exhibition vvas opened in the Exhibition Hail, vvith hun- 
dreds of black-and-vvhite photographs of republican buildings, construction activi- 
ties, and urban interventions. Large inscriptions above them declared Ankara to be 
the “Turkish Construction Symbol” (Ankara Türk İnşa Sembolüdür)69 The 1937 in­
dustrial Exposition vvas another spectacular event; the longitudinal space vvas given to 
machinery, mining, and metallurgical displays, and the rounded end of the space vvas 
covered by a large mural dedicated to coal mining, inscribed with the vvords, “Coal is 
civilization’s source of speed.”70 After becoming such an important part of republican 
collective consciousness, not to mention a significant medium for the promotion of a 
modernist aesthetic at the scale of a large public building, the Exhibition Hail vvas 
transformed beyond recognition in the late 1940s by the German architect Paul Bonatz 
(see fig. 6.31). Today serving as home of the State Opera and Ballet, Bonatz’s building 
is as much a betrayal of the utopian modernist ideals of the republic in its early years 
as the original building vvas a celebration of them.

Of equal cultural, pedagogical, and recreational significance vvas the İzmir 
International Fair, another quintessentially republican public space for the display of 
industrial and economic progress in a modernist architectural setting, this time in an 
economically prosperous, historically significant, and traditionally cosmopolitan west 
coast city. A song composed by the highly popular Turkish composer Sadettin Kaynak 
captured the significance of the İzmir fair in the collective consciousness, both as an 
occasion of national pride to shovv the progress of the nevv nation to the vvorld and as 
a space for public recreation and enjoyment:



L ook at beautiful İzmir, lo ok  at the golden necklace 
The pearl o f  the Mediterranean, the leader in production 
See producers and buyers exchange, let the ıvorld ıvatch in astonishment 
See the Turkish ıvorker at the top, let the ıvorld ıvatch in astonishment 
Let the croıvds fiil the fair, [my sıveetheart] let’s meet at the fair.7'

Dating back to the first “Economy Exhibition” (iktisat Sergisi) of 1923 and the “9 
September Fairs” (Dokuz Eylül Panayırı) that vvere held annually after 1927, the İzmir 
International Fair vvas institutionalized in 1933. In 1936 it vvas moved to the nevv 
Kültürpark (literally, Culture Park), a site that had been built for the pıırpose (fig. 
3.20), largely ovving to the single-minded determinatioıı of Behçet Uz, the mayor of 
İzmir. The architectural significance of the İzmir fairs— the design of ınostly mod­
ernist pavilions, temporary structures, and exhibition stands by prominent architects 
and the overall atmosphere of lightness, progress, and optimism expressed by these 
designs— can be compared to that of other, similar events in Europe and the United 
States, such as the Stockholm Exhibition of 1930, the Chicago Century of Progress 
Exhibition of 1933, and the Nevv York World’s Fair of 1939. At the same time, the

Fig. 3 .2 0 . Kültürpark, site of the İzmir International Fair, under construction in 1936, shovving the 
vvide central alley connecting the main entrance (outside the picture on the right) to the elliptical 
pool and the V-shaped building of the fair's casino-restaurant. Exhibition pavilions are arranged on 
both sides of this alley.



nationalist motifs of the late 1930s— monumental portals and colonnades, symmetri- 
cal façades, and the use of inscriptions, wall reliefs, and sculptures, which dominated 
the Paris Exposition of 1937— also made their way into the design of the pavilions in 
the İzmir fairs, especially at the end of the 1930s.

The 1936 İzmir fair, although only nominally “international” vvith the p a r t i c i p a -  

tion of three other nations (the Soviet Union, Greece, and Egypt), vvas nonetheless a 
joyful historic event dravving large crovvds to the barely completed Kiiltürpark. 
Entrance to the park vvas through a gatevvay vvith eleven pairs of flagpoles, on axis 
vvith the main alley leading to the pavilions, a large square vvith a  pool, and a casino. 
Although the fair’s organization committee constructed two hundred S t a n d a r d  timber 
pavilions, it vvas the individııally designed permanent pavilions for majör State indııs- 
tries and guest nations that attracted most of the attention.72 A pavilion combining a 
modern aesthetic vvith Pharaonic details represented Egypt; a small doric temple vvas 
built for Greece, and a light structure vvith a tovver for the USSR. Among the Turkish 
pavilions, the State Monopolies pavilion (inhisarlar Pavyonu) by the architect Emin 
Necip Uzman, the Siimerbank pavilion by Seyfettin Arkan, and the Turyağ pavilion by 
Mühendis Aziz vvere particularly notevvorthy. Emin Necip Uzman’s project, the result 
of a competition, consisted of an L-shaped, reinforced concrete main structure sıır- 
rounded by a temporary colonnade on tvvo sides and marked at the corner by a thir- 
teen-meter-high cylindrical glass tovver (fig. 3.21). Arkan’s Siimerbank pavilion had a 
solid, concave façade lifted above a curving colonnade. Apart from those, the Thrace 
(Trakya) pavilion, vvith its rounded, “streamlined” form and art deco details, is also 
representative of the so-called machine-age aesthetic of the 1930s in architectural cul­
ture at large (fig 3.21).

The İzmir fairs of 1937 and 1938 firmly established the national significance and 
international reputation of the event: the number of visitors, 361,527 in 1936, doubled 
to 608,561 in 1937 and 782,034 in 1938,73 and many more foreign countries partici- 
pated, including Italy, Germany, Belgium, the United Kingdom, Romania, and Iran. 
The significance of Kiiltürpark as a place of popular public recreation vvas further 
strengthened vvith the addition of a zoo, an artifîcial lake vvith an island casino and 
dancing platform, and an amusement park vvith a parachute tovver, a Ferris vvheel, and 
a shooting pavilion. Among the most significant modern structures of the 1938 fair 
vvas the State Monopolies pavilion, vvith its orthogonal geometric façade subdivisions 
and its roof terrace. Also significant vvas the Ministry of Education’s “Culture 
Pavilion” (Kültür Pavyonu), vvith its rectangular blocks interlocking in a staggered zig- 
gurat-like profile (fig. 3 .22); it vvas designed by Bruno Taut just before his death.74

The only exception to the modernist statement of the various pavilions vvas the 
Ottoman revivalist structure of the Ministry of Endovvments (the Evkaf Pavyonu) (fig.
3.22), the institution responsible for the maintenance and preservation of Ottoman 
monuments. It vvas a conspicuously “Ottoman-looking” building, entered through an 
arched gate flanked by an open kiosk and a clock tovver, both capped vvith Ottoman 
domes. It contained an interior courtyard surrounded by an arcade. its seemingly



Fig. 3 .2 1 . The 1936 İzmir International Fair. Top: The State Monopolies pavilion, designed by Emin 
Necip Uzman. Bottom: The Thrace pavilion, vvith a streamlined aesthetic popular in the architec­
tural culture of the 1930s.



Fig. 3 .2 2 . The 1938 İzmir International Fair. Top: The Ministry of Education's "Culture Pavilion," 
designed by BrunoTaut on the basis of an earlier project he had designed in Berlin in 1910. 
Bottom : The Ministry of Endowments pavilion, designed in the Ottoman revivalist style.



anachronistic style vvas merely a representational device signifying the institutional 
identity of the Ministry of Endovvments, vvhich in turn signified the Ottoman heritage 
of the country. The delegation of Ottoman revivalism to a bygone era also meant that 
this style vvas novv no more than an object of historical interest, preservation, and dis- 
play. Even in this form, reminiscent of the status of oriental pavilions in European 
expositions, the building vvas criticized in the architects’ journal for its eclecticism and 
exuberance, vvhich violated rational design principles. “This small pavilion is stuffed
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Fig. 3 .2 3 . Site plan of the completed Kültürpark (1939) shovving the addition of pleasure 
gardens, pools, recreation spaces, and an amusement park to the more formally arranged original 
fairgrounds.



Fig. 3 .24. The 1939 İzmir International Fair: the new entrance gate (top) and the exhibition hail 
(bottom), both designed in a distinctly modernist aesthetic by Ferruh Orel, a member of the fair's 

scientific committee.



vvith details of old Turkish architecture,” said an editorial in A rkitekt, “an abundance 
that evokes feelings of redundancy and excess. its exterior composition is ili propor- 
tioned. It could have been built vvithout this vvaste of motifs, in a plainer fashion and 
vvith more character.”75

The 1939 fair vvas the last of the optimistic celebrations of modernity and 
progress before the specter of vvar appeared on the international horizon. The build­
ing of Kiiltürpark, vvith its full infrastructure and landscaping, vvas novv complete (fig.
3.23). A vast park of 360,000 scjuare meters, it combined a more formally planned sec- 
tion for the exhibition pavilions, placed on a grid, vvith a more “picturesque” land- 
scaped park for the zoo, botanical gardens, and amusement park. The most important 
structures added to the site in 1939 vvere a nevv entrance gatevvay and, on axis vvith it 
at the farthest end, a large exhibition hail, both designed by architect Ferruh Orel and 
engineer Cahit Çeçen, members of the fair’s “scientific committee” (fen heyeti). The 
entrance gatevvay vvas a long, curved, tvvo-level structure, “spreading its arm s” to 
receive visitors from the city. Three ticket booths on each end served as structural sup- 
ports for the floor above, vvhich housed a casino (fig 3.24). The geometric, horizontal 
arrangement of the block, accentuated vvith a pattern of vertical glazing and flag- 
posts, a circular vvindovv, and metal railings on the upper-level balconies, gave a dis- 
tinctly modernist aesthetic to this most pivotal structure of the fairgrounds. The 
exhibition hail, too, vvas a long, horizontal, rectangular block in its main façade (fig.
3.24), vvith no openings on that elevation except for the entirely open groıınd-level 
colonnade, the composition completed by the vertical rhythm of eight tali columns 
(flagposts) rising above the entrance canopy. As an abstract composition it vvas remi- 
niscent of the Florence Railroad Station (1932-1934) of Gruppo Toscana in Italy, 
again suggesting the existence of a number of aesthetic tropes in the 1930s shared by 
architects in different countries

In 1939, the pavilions of Romania, the United Kingdom, France, and Italy vvere 
designed vvith symmetrical and classicized elevations, monumental entrance portals 
or colonnades, and nationalist insignia above the entrances, anticipating the mood 
of the approaching vvar years. The Italian pavilion, especially— a symmetrical build­
ing vvith a monumental Roman arch on the entrance— received much praise from 
Turkish architects for its “size, beauty, and grandeur.”76 A belief in the State as the 
progressive agent of nationalist modernization underlay most of the architectural 
and cultural affinities betvveen Italian colonial expositions of the 1930s and the İzmir 
fairs. In both cases one sees the proud display of “the colonization of the country­
side”: ali the fruits, vegetables, animals and animal products, small industries, and 
handicrafts of the countryside exhibited in modern nevv pavilions. As much as they 
vvere shovvcases of nationalist state povver, the İzmir fairs nonetheless left an impor­
tant legacy as a Central element of Turkish collective consciousness, national pride, 
and popular culture in the 1930s, today remaining in postcards, memoirs, and popu­
lar songs.



Th e ûuestion of the Avant-G arde

T h e  t w o  m a j ö r  c u r r e n t s  among the modernist avant-garde in the 
early twentieth century— futurism and constructivism— had originated outside the 
advanced industrial societies of western Europe and the United States, in the more 
“backward” and agricultural contexts of Italy and Russia, respectively. In these coun- 
tries, advanced technology and industry vvere exalted as symbols of a potential future, 
aspired to but not yet accomplished, and machines vvere sources of aesthetic and poet- 
ic inspiration rather than everyday realities as they vvere in the United States or 
England.77 M ost importantly, radical artists and intellectuals endovved technology and 
machine civilization vvith an apocalyptic power to transform society and to destroy 
traditional concepts of art. Modern technology and modern industrial society became 
the “facts”— albeit potential facts and not yet real conditions— in terms of vvhich clas­
sical and academic rules vvere to be fought and ousted. The modernist architectural 
avant-garde of the 1920s in Europe continued the critical legacy of futurism and con­
structivism. It embraced modern technology and machine production as a critical 
Standard against vvhich academicism and classicism were declared obsolete.

The poverty of material conditions in postimperial Turkey and the admiration 
vvith vvhich Turkish intellectuals viewed modern technology in the 1920s and 1930s 
can be compared to the experience of Italians and Russians earlier. M ore significant- 
ly, in ali three countries the rise of “revolutionary” ideologies (Kemalism, fascism, and 
socialism) in the aftermath of World War I had prepared fertile ground for a radical 
break vvith the past through the aestheticizing of technology. Thus, looking back at 
the futurist and constructivist experiences, it is tempting to search for a comparable 
modernist avant-garde in Turkey. The idealization of technological and industrial 
icons of modernity and the recurrence of avant-garde themes and tropes in republican 
culture, as discussed in the preceding pages, surely reinforce that expectation.

Indeed, in the favorable “revolutionary” climate of the Kemalist inkilap, the ref- 
erences that Turkish artists, architects, and intellectuals made to technology, industry, 
and the “machine age” often did evoke the aesthetic and theoretical premises of the 
modernist avant-garde. In poetry, for example, the communist poet Nazım Hikmet 
vvrote odes to machinery in the manner of Vladimir Mayakovski, and after studying 
film and theater in the Soviet Union, he vvrote a screenplay in 1937 vvith the evocative 
title “Tovvard the Sun.” 78 In art, a group of youngpainters and sculptors vvho had been 
trained in Paris in the studios of Fernand Leger and Andre Lhote formed the so-called 
Group D in 1932, introducing a rather belated version of cubism and constructivism  
to Turkey.79 In architecture, the “revolutionary” discourse of modernism— especially 
its use of technological themes and references to the “machine age”— was enthusias- 
tically embraced, celebrating the liberation of architecture from academic and classic 
traditions. Although there were no majör technological fantasies or visionary schemes 
like those of San’t Elia in Italy or Chernikov in Russia, the Corbusean polemics on



“machine aesthetic” resonated with young Turkish architects. Paraphrasing Le 
Corbusier in their journal, they declared that “according to today’s conceptions, the 
building is a habitation machine [ikam et m akinesi]” waiting to be rationalized and 
standardized like an automobile.80 Machines, electricity, airplanes, trains, and ocean 
liners were presented as the real sources of modern art and architecture.

Beyond a superfîcial formal and rhetorical level, hovvever, it vvould be misleading 
to carry the comparison to futurism, constructivism, and other avant-garde move- 
ments too far. Given the nature of the relationship betvveen modernism and the state 
ıınder the unique circumstances of early republican Turkey, the extent to which these 
young Turkish artists and architects constitııted an “avant-garde” is a coııtentioııs 
issue. Before everything else, a small but crucial time lag separated the Turkish expe- 
rience from the avant-garde currents of the 191 Os and 1920s. By the 1930s, when 
Turkey vvas ready to embrace modernism, the critical force of the modernist avant- 
garde had already been eclipsed in the West. This is not to say that fascination vvith 
modern technology and industry vvaned: rather, ideas of technological mastery and 
industrial progress got incorporated into the official ideology of many nations as the 
necessary means by vvhich a modern state could maintain its povver, prodııctivity, and 
efficiency.

In Italy, only traces of futurism survived the First World War, its sııbversive edge 
blunted by its embrace of fascism in the 1930s, vvhich turned it into an official art. In 
Rııssia, the art of the constructivist avant-garde of the postrevolııtionary period vvas 
replaced by an officially sanctioned social realism under Stalin. As technology ceased 
to be a distant dream and began actually to transform Rııssian society and landscape, 
the formal experiments of the avant-garde gave vvay to the productivism of the Soviet 
state. Especially after the inauguration of the first Five-Year Plan in 1928, the Soviet 
Union embarked upon gigantic industrial and infrastructural projects, largely by 
importing American experts, technology, and methods, especially Fordism and 
Taylorism.81

In Germany, the Weimar Republic, vvhich had been the breeding ground of the 
modernist avant-garde in art and architecture, came to an abrupt end vvith the Nazis’ 
rise to povver in the 1930s. Under National Socialism, modern technology and indus­
try vvere ideologically recharged as part of a state-sponsored national kultur. In vvhat 
Jeffrey Herf characterizes as the “reactionary modernism” of the Third Reich, the 
modern idea of technological mastery vvas accepted vvhile the Enlightenment notion 
of the autonomous, freethinking individual vvas rejected.82 Thus, technology vvas “lib- 
erated” from the principles of individualism, private enterprise, and profit motive that 
had triggered technological innovation under capitalism and vvas put into the service 
of the state. Such a selective appropriation of modern technology, combined vvith a 
rejection of the liberalisin of modernity— such a recasting of technological civiliza­
tion  in the mold of national culture— offered a particularly attractive model for 
Kemalist Turkey, vvhich maintained close ties vvith Germany throughout the early 
republican period. It should be noted that even in the United States, vvhere engineer-



ing and technology vvere viewed through technocratic rather than ideological lenses, 
the federal State assumed an unprecedented role in the aftermath of the Great Depres- 
sion. Under the auspices of the Nevv Deal, the federal government undertook such 
gigantic projects of civil (and social) engineering, vvater management, and regional 
planning as those carried out by the Tennessee Valley Authority.

Modernism “survived” these historical times by turning into an official doctrine 
in most countries, thereby losing its critical edge. The scientific and progressive dis­
course of modern architecture now served and legitimated political povver rather than 
combating it. Kemalist Turkey vvas no exception. The liberating effect of modern 
technology and industry upon artists and architects vvas, to use the insightful termi- 
nology of Isaiah Berlin, no longer a form of “negative liberty”— that is, liberty entail- 
ing Creative freedom vvithoııt interference from others.8’ Rather, it turned into a form 
of “positive liberty”— a program that sought to impose its own vision upon the rest 
of the world. Central to the artistic and architectural culture of the early republic vvas 
this notion of “positive liberty,” the idea that art and architecture had to have a larg­
er social function and ideology above and beyond individııalistic experiments.

The concept of the avant-garde as it emerged historically in the 1910s and 1920s 
had entailed a radical and subversive challenge to established artistic norms, a chal- 
lenge that by definition lay “outside” official ideology84 The avant-garde had exalted 
the creativity of the freethinking individual, not that of the conformist. It had em- 
braced the abstract and the universal in art, not the figurative and the local. Such 
a celebration of art as an autonomous, individııalistic, often unpopıılar Creative act 
vvas anathema to the republican belief in art as an expression of national ideals. It 
is in this sense that the rhetorical and formal resemblance between Turkish artistic- 
architectural culture in the 1930s and the early twentieth-century modernist avant- 
garde in Europe needs to be approached vvith caution. Modern Science, technology, 
and industry (vvhich had been inspirational to cubism, futurism, constructivism, and 
other avant-garde currents) vvere idealized in Kemalist Turkey less as aesthetic, poet- 
ic, and fantastic experiences in themselves than as the goals, means, and instruments 
of a larger national program.

In a 1937 essay in Yedigün called “Civilization and Speed”— a title evocative of 
the futurist preoccupation vvith speed— the prominent republican author Peyami Safa 
illustrated this republican predilection for instrumentalizing technology and rational­
ity. Defining speed as the conquest of time and distance by the human capacity to mul- 
tiply the povver of feet to great magnitııdes in the form of trains, airplanes, and 
automobiles, he called for the dedication of this conquest to larger ideals. “To save 
time is in order to spend it for greater objectives than speed itself,” he vvrote. “Other- 
wise, speed vvould be as unnecessary as stray lightning, and perhaps more destruc- 
tive.”85 It is vvell knovvn that prior to World War I, the futurist admiration and 
aestheticizing of speed had led to a glorification of war.86 The ırony of Safa’s point 
vvas that he made this observation on the eve of another such war, when the fascina- 
tion vvith technology once again unfolded in militaristic terms. Another of his edito-



Fig. 3.25. Cover illustration from 
Yedigün, 25 October 1938, featuring 
Peyami Safa's essay "Power and 
Technique."

rials in Yedigün, “Power and Technique,” written to celebrate “the human soul behind 
the miracle of technology,” was published with a cover illustration of vvar planes hov- 
ering above an armored tank (fig. 3 .25).87 N ot surprisiııgly, the same author vvould be 
one of the most vocal critics of modern art and architecture, particularly of cubism. 
In 1939 he vvelcomed the edipse of the avant-garde, celebrating instead the rise of 
nationalist currents: “Today modern art is distancing itself from its excesses and 
eccentricities and is coming closer to you. After trying the limits of freedom, it is 
redefining itself. From aimless individualism, it is returning to the discipline of the 
society. That is why it is coming close to you. To you, the people! The greatest 
source!”88

Although its intensity increased tovvard the end of the 1930s, such nationalist crit­
icism of the modernist avant-garde vvas a familiar undercurrent of the artistic-archi- 
tectural culture of the republic from its inception. Even at the height of republican 
fascination vvith the “nevv” in art and architecture, many commentaries insisted that 
art vvas not an individualistic, self-referential pursuit. The vvritings of the prominent 
art critic Ali Sami Boyar in the RPP’s journal Ülkü are representative of the republi­
can critique of “art for a rt’s sake” and of the basic republican suspicion of the avant-



garde in general. Emphasizing the need for a national art (milli sanat), Boyar wrote 
that “before paintings of magnolias and chrysanthemums, we need paintings that will 
depict our national legends.” 89 Whether out of conviction or conformity with the pre- 
vailing climate, no artist or architect in early republican Turkey allowed a place for dif- 
ference, eccentricity, or individualism but instead emphasized the larger, idealized 
social function of art. The poet Nazım Hikmet, who negated conventional rules of 
poetry and incorporated machine sounds into his poems like Marinetti before him, 
was passionately committed to the official socialism of the Soviet Union. The mem- 
bers of Group D, like most other artists of the 1930s, aligned themselves with the cul- 
tural program of the RPP and contributed paintings to the inkilap  exhibitions 
organized by the state. Channeling their formal and abstract experiments toward the 
prevailing folkloric and nationalist themes of the 1930s (see fig. 6.3), they produced 
what one art critic calls “a peasant cubism” (köylü kübizm i).30

Architects rejected uncommitted individualism even more strongly than did other 
artists. They perceived modern architecture as both an expression and an instrument 
of the Kemalist inkilap— as an agent of civilization and nation building. Gülsüm 
Baydar Nalbantoğlu concludes her history of the architectural profession in Turkey 
with the observation that conformity to ruling political ideologies guaranteed the sta- 
tus of architects as a cultural elite and their unity as professionals, and it prevented the 
rise of an artistic avant-garde.91 Herein lies the complexity and the dilemma of Turkish 
architectural modernism in the 1930s. By identifying themselves so fully with republi­
can ideology, modernist Turkish architects in effect surrendered any possible claims to 
either artistic autonomy or technocratic detachment from the official ideology of the 
state. At the same time, it was on the basis of their role as Creative artists and compe- 
tent experts that they sought professional legitimacy. They portrayed themselves as 
expert professionals, Creative artists, and republican ideologues ali at once, negating 
any potential conflict between these realms. Modern architecture became their basis 
of legitimacy in ali three realms: modernism was the expression of a scientifically, aes- 
thetically, and politically “correct” architecture.92 The next chapter looks more close- 
ly at the specific relationship betvveen modernism and the architectural profession in 
the 1930s.
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Yeni M imari

THE MAKING OF A MODERNİST PROFESSİON

İn the last coup le  of years, the Nevv A rchitecture of this century has been 

developing in ali parts of the world. Young architects are breaking through 

old mentalities and traditions and are m arching tovvard the truth. W e  are 

proud and happy that some of the nevv construction in Ankara is a nıani- 

festation of this architecture. Nevv A rchitecture has arrived in our country!

— New spaper article, H a k im iy e t-i M illiy e, 1930'

T h e  “a r r i v a l ” o f  the Nevv Architecture (Yeni M imari, as the Modern 
Movement came to be called in Turkey) vvas celebrated vvith a double-page feature 
article in the official republican daily H akim iyet-i M illiye (National Sovereignty) in 
1930.2 The article hailed recent construction in Ankara as “the nevv architecture of 
this century,” an expression of “the nevv truth” that vvas spreading through ali parts 
of the vvorld. Considering the importance of nevvspapers in the making of a unified 
nationalist consciousness, the appearance of a majör feature article on modern archi­
tecture testifies to the strong ideological significance attached to it by the republican 
regime. It confirms that, vvith the construction of Ankara already under vvay, a nevvs- 
paper voicing official republican vievvs to the population at large savv modern archi­
tecture and urbanism as a matter vvorthy of general public interest. The article also 
placed an official stamp on the identification of Ankara vvith modern architecture—  
a stamp that vvould make its imprint on the popular consciousness and contemporary 
literatüre of the time.



The H akim iyet-i M illiye article clearly intended to familiarize the pııblic with the 
basic principles of the Modern Movement as it had evolved in Europe, and it para- 
phrased extensively from the 1928 La Sarraz declaration of the International Congress 
of Modern Architecture (CIAM ). After explaining how “the Great W ar radically dis- 
sociated architecture from the past,” the article emphasized “the needs of the times,” 
“the effect of machines and industry in social life,” and “the guiding principles of 
rationalism and functionalism.” The crucial role of sim enarm e  (literally, “reinforced 
cem ent,” a word later replaced by betonarm e, or “reinforced concrete,” stili in use 
in modern Turkish) was highlighted as a majör factor informing the principles and 
aesthetic of the New Architecture. Among the architects “following the new path,” 
the article mentioned Tony Garnier, Aııguste Perret, O tto Wagner, Henrik Petrııs 
Berlage, Heııry van de Velde, Frank Lloyd Wright, Henri Sauvage, Jacobus Johannes 
Pieter Oud, Walter Gropius, and Adolf Meyer, with citations of their most important 
work. The eııtire scheme of the 1927 Weissenhof Siedlung, the housing exhibition in 
Stuttgart, was featured, in addition to a photograph of J. J. P. Oud’s housing schemes 
in Rotterdam. Along with these paradigmatic works, a photograph of Ernst Egli’s 
music conservatory in Ankara (see fig. 2.8) was included, confirming the message that 
“we in Turkey are finally catching up with the zeitgeist of the modern age.”

By the time the New Architecture became the trademark of the new republic and 
was embraced by the emerging modernist profession there, it had already lost its crit- 
ical edge in Europe. Especially after a series of historical events in the late 1920s, cul- 
minating with the 1932 exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art (M OM A) in New 
York, it had turned into a formal canon and a scientific doctrine under the rubric 
“international style.” The 1927 Weissenhof housing exhibition in Stuttgart and the 
organizing of CIAM  in 1928 as an international body prom oting the New  
Architecture through annual meetings and publications were particularly effective in 
writing the official history of the Modern Movement. Many publications produced in 
the 1930s helped to disseminate the Modern Movement as a transnational current 
based on a seeming unity of scientific and formal concerns, indepeııdent of specific 
locality, and hence as the shared property of ali nations. At the same time, it should 
be noted that this unity of formal and scientific concerns was stili framed by nation- 
al identifiers that were clearly marked. Photographs of modern buildings and projects 
from different countries were published and identified by their country of origin, yet 
they signifıed a much larger discourse that modernist theorists and critics claimed 
architecture in the tvventieth century to be ali about— they saw architecture as a sort 
of counterpart to the League of Nations idea.3 Among such publications, A. Sartoris’s 
Gli elem enti d e ll’arcbitettura funzionale  (1931) from Italy, H. R. Hitchcock and P. 
Johnson’s International Style (1932), published in conjunction with the M O M A  exhi- 
bition in New York, and E R. S. Yorke’s The M odern  H ouse  (1934) from England are 
a few that were well knovvn among Turkish architects in the 1930s.

For the emerging profession in Turkey, to be an architect of the tvventieth century 
was to be part of this international community of architects, which in turn would



bring ncıtional pride. Yet the inward-looking nationalist policies of the early republic 
largely precluded direct contact with Europe, and Turkish architectural culture 
remained isolated from the most important developments of modernism in the West. 
Time-consuming bureaııcratic processes were necessary in order to obtain state trav- 
el permissions (and allovvances) even for short-term participation in international 
conferences and exhibitions.4 None of the young Turkish architects vvho constituted a 
self-proclaimed modernist elite in Turkey had actually been educated in the Bauhaus 
or vvas a member of CIAM during the intervvar period. Those educated in Germany, 
Austria, and Svvitzerland, mostly in the Technische Hochschııle system, such as Seyfi 
Arkan, Emin Onat, and Arif Hikmet Holtay, vvere associated vvith more conservative 
architects outside the Bauhaus circles. Others often acquired their firsthaııd experi- 
ence of majör modern buildings during short travels and study trips in Europe. Sedad 
Hakkı Eldem’s travels to Paris and Berlin in 1929-1930 and his association vvith Haııs 
Poelzig in Berlin, along vvith Aptullah Ziya’s presence in Italy in 1932-1933 and his 
exposure to Italian rationalist architecture under the Fascist regime, are the best 
knovvn of these brief encounters.

Althoııgh the vvork that foreign architects did in Turkey vvas published in Eıırope, 
especially in German, Austrian, and Svviss magazines, it vvould be as late as the end 
of the 1930s before any modernist vvork by Turkish architects made an appearance in 
European publicatioııs. The absence of Turkish architects’ vvork in the international 
media coverage of the Modern Movement in the 1930s had many reasons. One obvi- 
ous reason vvas these architects’ lack of contact vvith the Bauhaus and CIAM circles 
that dominated the modernist discourse of the intervvar years and decided vvhat vvas 
to be inclııded from each country. It is also possible that given the decply entrenched 
orientalism of Europeans, the architecture of coııntries like Turkey vvas interesting 
only insofar as there vvas something “Turkish” aboııt it. In spite of rhetorical ııniver- 
salistic claims to the contrary, “international style” vvas in fact a Eııropean discourse 
exported to non-European contexts by European architects. When local architects 
iııternalized this export and started designing in the same manner everyvvhere, they 
vvere not ııearly so interesting. Only in the 1941 edition of Sartoris’s book vvere tvvo 
villas by Zeki Sayar and the Yalova Termal Hotel by Sedad Hakkı Eldem inclııded, in 
a section specifically on Turkey, and none of these buildings follovved the formal 
canons of the Modern Movement. By that time, the term “international style” vvas 
already in serious disrepute, and the quest for a national expression vvas the order of 
the day in Tıırkey (see chapter 6).

Without real participation by Turkish architects in the European modernist 
debates över the nevv needs of industrial society, machine production, and housing, 
the Nevv Architecture arrived in Turkey largely as an import for domestic consump- 
tion. As vve savv in chapter 2, the republican regime promoted it as the most ap pro- 
priate image of the nevv Kemalist society it sought to create. The emerging 
architectural profession in Turkey joined this offîcial program vvholeheartedly and 
adopted the progressive discourse of the Nevv Architecture— especially the doctrines



of rationalism and functionalism that legitimated their technocratic claims for power 
and recognition. James C. Scott observes in his insightful discussion of “high mod­
ernism” as an ideology that a utopian modernist worldview is particularly appealing 
to the bureaucratic intelligentsia, technicians, planners, engineers, and architects. 
“The position accorded to them is not just one of rule and privilege,” he writes, “but 
also one of responsibility for the great works of nation building and social transfor- 
mation. Where this intelligentsia conceives of its mission as the dragging of a techni- 
cally backward, unschooled, subsistence oriented population into the twentieth 
century, its self-assigned cultural role as educator of its people becomes doubly 
grandiose.” 5 Architects’ discourse in Turkey in the 1930s offers a case in point.

It is important to remember that this larger sense of mission vvas not necessarily 
inherent in the definition of Nevv Architecture vvhen it emerged in the early tvventieth 
century. “Nevv Architecture” simply designated a questioniııg of academic design the- 
ories and methods in the light of nevv materials and construction techniques and nevv 
social and institutional needs. It entailed a more “functional” approach to a given 
design problem— that is, a rational arrangement of different components of the pro­
gram in plan  (in coııtrast to the academic emphasis on façade)— and a consideration 
of site conditions, materials, climate, cost, and so forth, as design factors. The 
conceptual leap from this definition of the Nevv Architecture to that of an all- 
encompassing modernist technocratic vievv is something that needs to be explained 
historically rather than taken for granted. In the unique circumstances of early repub­
lican Turkey, this larger sense of mission vvas particularly important in lending credi- 
bility to the architectural profession as the agent, literally, of nation building. 
Architects vvere “technical experts thinking economically and rationally,” and they 
argued that they should be entrusted vvith the task of giving built form to the Kemalist 

revolution.
While the “scientific” discourse of the Nevv Architecture became a convenient and 

compelling argument for professional legitimacy, the distinct “aesthetic” discourse of 
modern buildings legitimated architects as artists giving shape to the nevv nation. The 
unresolved tension between the “scientific” and “aesthetic” discourses of modernism 
is a general phenomenon reaching beyond the Turkish case. The doctrines of ration­
alism and functionalism that have been the centerpiece of official modernism every- 
vvhere vvere often no more than reductionist cliches incapable of explaining the 
complex cultural, aesthetic, and personal considerations involved in the making of 
modern bııildings. Modernism in Turkey vvas no exception. This did not mean that 
the emphasis on rationalism and functionalism vvas unimportant. To the contrary, it 
vvas this emphasis on the scientific and thoroughly rational nature of the Nevv 
Architecture that offered the best chance of its earning credibility in a traditional 
Islamic society aspiring to but stili far from the realities of the “machine age” or 
“advanced industrial civilization.” W hat follovvs in this chapter is an account of the 
emergence of a modernist architectural profession in Turkey that sought legitimacy in



scientific and rationalist arguments for the New Architecture and at the same time 
promoted an image of that architecture through a specific aesthetic repertoire.

Educational and Professional Setting

I n  1 9 2 6 ,  t h e  Academy of Fine Arts (Sanay-i Nefise Mektebi Alisi) 
was renamed in modern Turkish, the “Güzel Sanatlar Akademisi” and vvas relocated 
in one of the old shore palaces along the Bosporus. A prominent painter of the “1914 
generation,” Namık İsmail (1890-1935), vvas appointed director. This vvas the begin- 
ning of a radical transformation of this important institution, after vvhich Eııropean 
modernist currents entered Turkish artistic and architectural culture vvith full force.

Changes in the educational setting vvere reflected in important developments in 
the world of practice and in the emerging self-consciousness of architects as a distinct 
professional body. Ali the majör indicators of a modern profession— specialized edu­
cation certified by diploma, the establishment of a professional organization and pub- 
lication of a journal, and the setting of standards for professional competence and 
conduct— vvere realized in a short time betvveen 1927 and 1931/' The discourse of 
modernism vvas adopted and mobilized as an integral part of this process, something 
that distinguishes the Tıırkish experience from those of vvestern Eııropean countries 
and the United States. In those countries, the professionalization of architecture had 
preceded the proliferation of the Modern Movement by many decades, and a robust 
“architectural culture” (of exhibitions, competitions, organizations, pııblications, and 
public debate) had existed at least since the early ııineteenth century.7 In Turkey, the 
most important institutional developments of professionalization (diploma, associa- 
tion, joıırnal, and codes of competence and conduct) vvere ali compressed into a very 
short period, coinciding vvith the making of a new nation under a nevv regime.

In the architectural section of the Academy of Fine Arts, the reforms after 1926 
vvere trııly radical, considering the old traditions of the institution. After the resigna- 
tion of Giulio Mongeri in 1928 and Vedat Bey in 1930, Ernst Egli (1893-1974) vvas 
appointed the nevv section head, a position he held until 1936, vvhen Bruno Taut 
(1880-1938) took över. The curricıılum vvas redesigned, replacing the classical beaux- 
arts model with vvhat came to be knovvn as the rationalist and functionalist principles 
of Eııropean modernism, at the same time that these principles vvere put into practice 
during the construction of Ankara as a modern Capital. Egli’s studio assistant vvas 
Arif Hikmet Holtay, vvho had been educated in the Stuttgart Technische Hochschule 
in Germany and vvas therefore familiar vvith the nevv developments in Europe. Sedad 
Hakkı Eldem (1908-1988) and Seyfettin Arkan (1904-1966), both from the class of 
1928 at the academy, vvere also hired as assistants in the early 1930s; they vvere soon 
to be the most prominent ııames of modern Turkish architecture.

It is interesting to observe that the architects vvhose education overlapped vvith the



svvitch from the classical beaııx-arts model to European modernism (especially those 
who graduated in 1928) vvere the most vocal critics of the old system. Having started  
their education under Vedat Bey and Giulio Mongeri and having experienced the 
changes after Egli’s appointment, they vvere the first generation to rebel against the 
teachings of the former and to abandon Ottoman revivalism for good. It vvas largely 
this generation that shaped the modernist professional discourse of the 1930s through 
their vvritings and their vvork. From this class of 1928, Zeki Sayar and Abidin M ortaş  
became the foıınding editors of the nevv professional journal Mimar, vvhich began 
publication in 1931. Burhan Arif, the “urbanist architect” (urbanist m im ar), vvrote 
extensively on nevv theories and examples of modern urbanism in Europe. Seyfı Arkan 
and Şevki Balmumcu (1905-1982) designed some of the most canonic modern build­
ings of the 1930s, buildings comparable to their European coıınterparts in aesthetic 
and technical quality. Sedad Hakkı Eldem, arguably the most important architect of 
modern Turkey, vvould make his reputation leading the quest for national expression 
in modernism. As a group, these young architects got together at the Fine Arts 
Association (Güzel Sanatlar Birliği) in İstanbul, foıınded in 1928, to begiıı defining 
and justifying the nevv professional identity of the architect and to promote the Nevv 
Architecture as the appropriate expression of the nevv Turkey.

The Fine Arts Association vvas, in essence, an extension of the academy, fııııc- 
tioning like an alumni association or a “gentlemen’s club,” as Gülsüm Baydar 
Nalbantoğlu calls it.8 Paiııters and sculptors vvere also part of the association, and 
actors, literary figures, and aspiring artists frequented “the club,” initially located at 
the Alay Köşkü (the old military pavilion) ııear Topkapı Palace. Theclose relationship 
betvveen architects and artists testifıes to a common “academy culture” that empha- 
sized artistic sensibilities and painterly talent as an essential ingredieııt in an archi­
tect’s education. This culture largely accounts for the conspicuous emphasis that vvas 
placed on the aesthetic dimension of the Nevv Architecture— an emphasis that mem- 
bers of this generation never totally abandoned, even at the height of their positivist 
and rationalist convictions. As I elaborate later in this chapter, although Turkish 
architects did adopt some cliches of the German “N eue S acb lichkeit,” or “nevv objec- 
tivity,” for polemical purposes, its aııti-aesthetic excesses found fevv enthusiastic fol- 
lowers in Turkey so far as actual designs vvere concerned.9 M ost of the time, hovvever, 
architects highlighted their “professional” identity and separated themselves from the 
more “subjective” and “bohemiaıı” connotations of artistic creativity.

Like their architect friends, many young paiııters challenged the older academic 
traditions in paiııting and tried to introduce European modernist currents, especially 
cubism and constructivism, to the Turkish scene. Whereas the older architects of the 
Ottoman revivalist national style vvere contemporaries of the “ 1914 generation” of 
impressionist paiııters (see chapter 1), the young proponents of Nevv Architecture had 
much in commoıı vvith the “iııdependent paiııters” (m üstakiller) of 1929 and their 
more “avant-garde” offshoot, Group D, formed in 1932.10 Around the same time that 
architects vvere svvitching to modern “cubic” forms, members of Group D such as



Sabri Berkel and Zeki Faik Izer vvere introducing the first abstract paintings to a bevvil- 
dered and largely skeptical audience. Questions aboııt the extent to vvhich Group D 
constituted an “avant-garde” and vvhether there vvas a truly critical avant-garde move- 
ment in Turkey vvere discussed in the previous chapter. Flere it is enough to note that 
the modernist architects of the 1930s and the painters of Group D shared many of the 
same dilemmas pertaining to the importation of Western artistic and architectural 
discourses into a passionately nationalistic climate. Ultimately, both groııps were 
compelled to distance themselves from the abstractions of the avant-garde and turn 
instead to the forms, motifs, and inspirations of Anatoliaıı folk culture and vernacu­
lar architecture (see chapter 6).

A year before the founding of the Fine Arts Associatioıı in İstanbul, another pro- 
fessional organization, the Society of Turkish Architects (Türk Mimarlar Cemiyeti), 
vvas established in Ankara in 1927. Comprisiııg architects vvorking vvithin the bureau- 
cratic context of the ministries and state institııtions in Ankara, this society vvas more 
interested in the regıılating of practice, the securing of commissions, and the safe- 
guarding of the professional, economic, and legal interests of architects. The same 
year a lavv vvas passed restricting use of the title “architect” to gradııates of approved 
institııtions of higher edııcation. In 1935, vvith intensification of the strııggle for state 
commissions, the Fine Arts Associatioıı and the Society of Turkish Architects vvere 
Consolidated, and a third branch in İzmir vvas established, starting a long process that 
vvoııld cıılminate in the organization of the natioııvvide Turkish Chamber of Archi­
tects in the 1950s. Duriııg the 1930s, however, it vvas almost exclusively the İstanbul 
architects vvithin the Fine Arts Associatioıı vvho vvere the most prolific desigııers in 
practice and the most visible and vocal advocates of the Nevv Architecture in the cııl- 
ture at large. If it is possible to talk about a “Turkish modernism” of the 1930s, it is 
largely because of these İstanbul architects vvith their origiııs in the academy reforms.

In 1931 Celal Esat Arseven (1875—1971), professor of the history of architecture 
and urbanism at the academy and aııthor of various books on Turkish and Islamic art 
history, published his important booklet Yeni M im ari (Nevv Architecture). It vvas 
essentially a synopsis of the French architect Andre Lıırcat’s L ’Architecture (1929) 
vvith Arseven’s ovvıı commentaries and additions. The chapters on earlier periods of 
architectural history that Lurcat had used as a historical precedent to the timeless 
concerns of architecture such as volüme, sıırface, and color vvere largely omitted from 
Arseven’s book, vvhich focused on the principles of modern design as it evolved in the 
1920s. Arseven explained that he had prepared the booklet primarily for pedagogical 
purposes, as a contribution to the recent efforts at the academy to edııcate Turkish 
architects in conformity vvith “contemporary mentalities and needs,” rather than “sti- 
fling their talent in classical curriculums.” Joining the prevailing critique of the old 
system of architectural edııcation at the acadenıy, Arseven vvrote:

For some forty or fifty years, students have vvasted time dravving Greek temples, the column 
capitals of the Parthenon, and the acanthus leaves of the Corinthian order. [They have] grad-



uated as draftsmen and decorators rather than architects, dravving ornate pictures of unbuild- 
able buildings. There was no significant difference betvveen the graduates of the academy and 
the unschooled builders. No nevv movement in architecture emerged, and İstanbul got filled 
vvith ugly buildings. 12

The book emphasized how “today new construction methods [are] allovving light 
and air to penetrate every corner of buildings” and how “both interior plans and exte- 
rior forms of buildings novv express the function the building is expected to fulfill.” 13 
Yet Arseven clarified that this rational approach did not mean a negation of aesthet­
ic concerns. He wrote that the nevv aesthetic realm that vvas opened up by “the ration­
al arrangement of volumes in space” was one of the defining characteristics of the 
Nevv Architecture. Given his own background as an aspiring painter (with earlier hes- 
itations betvveen “realists and impressionists” while he vvas in Paris),14 this acknovvl- 
edgment of the aesthetics of the Nevv Architecture vvas important for Arseven, 
although the primacy of the scientific discourse vvas strong. In the rest of the book, 
he introduced the formal and aesthetic precepts of modernism— flat roofs and ter­
races, cantilevers and balconies, free façades and horizontal vvindovvs, p ilotis  and 
open plans— discussing them in relation to the “logical criteria” and “contem porary  
needs” that informed them. He particularly emphasized the role of nevv materials and 
techniques that vvere in the process of “radically transforming the definition of archi­
tecture,” especially iron and Steel, reinforced concrete, laminated vvood, and tech- 
niques of vvaterproofing and fireproofing. Arseven declared that the nevv professional 
identity of the architect, implied by the principles of Nevv Architecture, departed rad­
ically from traditional definitions of the architect’s vocation. The architect vvas no 
longer an artist or craftsman but an expert vvith an unprecedentedly broad range of 
involvement and responsibility in everything from sociological and economic matters 
to the design of domestic furniture. The booklet vvas illustrated vvith photographs of 
canoııic modern buildings from Europe as examples of the Nevv Architecture. The 
only examples from Turkey vvere Ernst Egli’s recently completed buildings: the music 
coııservatory, the İsmet Paşa Girls’ Institute (see fig. 2 .8), and the Commercial Lycee, 
ali in Ankara.

In 1931, the same year that Yeni M im ari caıne out, the professional journal of 
architects, Mimar, also started publication under the initiative of Zeki Sayar, Abidin 
M ortaş, Sedad Hakkı Eldem, Şevki Balmumcu (ali 1928 graduates), and Aptullah 
Ziya (who graduated in 1929). In 1935, the journal vvas renamed A rkitekt  as part of 
a nationalist trend to eliminate words of Arabic origin from the Turkish language; 
ironically, the nevv name vvas another foreign word, this time from the West. As the 
only specialized publication on architecture until 1941 (vvhen a nevv journal, Yapı, 
appeared), A rkitekt  is the primary document testifying to the making of a modernist 
profession in Turkey. Throughout the 1930s it published projects and articles by the 
Turkish architects associated vvith the journal, as vvell as modern buildings from dif­
ferent parts of Europe and the rest of the vvorld, vvith a regular “Architecture in Other



Countries” section. It published brief reviews of recent European publications on 
architecture as well as translations of important theoretical texts by Le Corbusier, 
Adolf Behne, and Bruno Taut, among others.

The Central mission of the journal was to voice Turkish architects’ struggle for 
professional legitimacy and to demonstrate their competence in the New Architec­
ture, “as much as if not more than their foreign teachers and colleagues.” They made 
repeated pleas to the State to organize open competitions for important pııblic build- 
ings, and whenever a competition was held, they published the entries with commen- 
taries. For example, the competition for the Exhibition Hail in Ankara (1933) was 
extensively covered in the journal, and the vvinning design by Şevki Balmumcu became 
an occasion to celebrate Turkish architects’ success. Balmumcu’s success was of great 
symbolic significance at a time when Turkish architects were grovving increasingly bit­
ter that so many majör commissions were going to German and Central European 
architects. When Arseven’s Yeni M im ari was reviewed in Mimar, the absence of exam- 
ples by Turkish architects in the book was the primary point of criticism in an other- 
wise favorable review. “We, the young architects of this country,” the revievv said, “are 
deeply saddened to see that, alas, like many educated people we knovv, the author of 
the book too is of the unfortıınate opinioıı that no talented Turkish architects exist.” 15

Among the many European architects who worked in Tıırkey, Ernst Egli holds the 
reputation for having introduced the New Architecture to the country, by the example 
of his own work and, perhaps more significantly, through his seminal role as edııca- 
tor. The published projects of students in Egli’s studio demonstrate the primacy and 
fıınctional organization of the plan and, above ali, stripped-down plaiıı façades and a 
volumetric aesthetic, radically departiııg from the classical traditions of the school. In 
the first issue of M im ar in 1931, a conspicuously “cubic” villa project by Edip Hikmet, 
one of Egli’s students, was featured as representative of the new direction at the acad- 
emy (fig. 4.1). The accompanying text said:

In the architectııral school you can no longer scc the old classical methods. The studcııt pre- 
pares his project in response to economic, local, scientific, and constructioııal criteria as in real 
life. He is a real arehiteet. He sees and studies Roman, classical Greek, and Turkish architec- 
tures in history of architecture elasses but is not recjuired to imitate their proportions, styles, 
and constructioııal norms. He is an explorer o f  Science and technique in search of the new 
Turkish architecture of the future [my emphasis].16

The same year, on the occasion of the end-of-year exhibition at the academy, 
M im ar published some of the student projects for an industrial building that Egli 
had assigned to his studio. Although commending the projects with enthusiasm, the 
commentary by Faruk Galip also ineluded a brief critical remark that no freehand 
sketehes were ineluded in the exhibition and that the classical curriculum appeared to 
have been totally discarded, even from architectural history assignments.17 Such mixed 
feelings toward the modernist reforms so early on are indicative of the underlying 
ambivalence of attitudes regarding the importation of a radically abstract European



Fig. 4.1. A student project for a single-family house (1930), the vvork of Edip Hikmet, an archite- 
tural student in Ernst Egli's studio at the Academy of Fine Arts. Flat roofs, cantilevers, rounded bal- 
conies, horizontal band windows, and an absence of decoration vvere characteristic features of the 
"Nevv Architecture" (Yeni Mimari), vvhich came to be knovvn in popular parlance as "cubic archi­

tecture" (kübik mimari).



discourse devoid of the representational power that classical buildings historically 
possessed. Although the “scientific” and “progressive” connotations of cubic forms 
were vvelcomed, many commentators felt the inadequacy of these forms to express the 
ideals and identity of the Turkish nation. This ambivalence would become increas- 
ingly evident in the late 1930s, and the word “cubic” would rapidly acquire negative 
connotations.

On the other hand, student projects for public buildings (rather than for houses 
or industrial-utilitarian programs) produced in Egli’s studio suggest that the rejection 
of classical architecture was more a stylistic change, affecting mostly elevations, than 
a radical conceptual shift in spatial thinking. For example, thesis projects for the 
Turkish Embassy building in Baghdad prepared by students graduating in 1934 testi- 
fy to the persistence of classical sensibilities (symmetry, axiality, loggias, and colon- 
nades) in modern disguise (fîg. 4 .2 ).18 They also suggest the strong grip of Egli’s 
influence by the example of his own work. Projecting cubic window bays on the 
façade, like those in Egli’s Court of Financial Appeals building in Ankara (see fig. 
4.8), and two-story-high coıırtyards, tali columns for entrances, and colonnades like 
those Egli used in his edııcational buildings in Ankara can easily be identified in these 
projects. The technical character of the line drawings in these student projects, as well 
as a contemporaneous photograph of the architectural stııdios showing neatly 
arranged desks and clean, well-dressed students (fig. 4.3), sııggests a highly profes- 
sional and “clinical” atmosphere. This is a very different pictııre from those of the 
messy, craft-oriented, experinıental stııdios and radical students of the early Bauhaııs, 
reinforcing the argument that when it arrived under the aııspices of the repııblic, mod­
ernism in Turkey was already a professional establishment rather than a critical force 

in architectural education.
In late 1936, after the untimely death of Hans Poelzig, Egli’s designated successor 

as head of the architectural section, Bruno Taut was put in charge of both the school 
and the architectural office of the Ministry of Education, which was located within 
the academy. Martin Wagner, Taut’s partner and colleague from the GEHAG 
(Gemeinnutzige Heimstatten- Spar- und Bau-Aktiengesselschaft) cooperative housing 
program in Berlin, had come to Turkey in 1935 as a consııltant to İstanbul 
Mıınicipality. He was teaching a course at the academy on “Economic and Technical 
Aspects of Urbanism” and was instrumental in getting Taut (who was in Japan then) 
invited to Turkey. At the time of Taut’s appointment at the academy, the painting sec­
tion was entrusted to the French painter Leopold Levy and the sculpture section 
to Rudolph Belling, starting what is often called “a new phase of foreign teachers” at 
the academy. The sculptor Belling, like Taut, had been a member of the radical 
Novembergruppe and Arbeitsrat fur Kunst in Germany after the First World War. By 
1936, however, for both men, the political radicalism of the Weimar years had long 
been eclipsed.

Taut’s pedagogical program was based on an antiformalist and antistylistic 
rationalism that can perhaps be characterized as an unorthodox modernism. He
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Fig.4.2. Student thesis project for the Turkish Embassy building in Baghdad, from Ernst Egli's studio 
at the Academy of Fine Arts, 1934. The use of cubic window projections on the façade, the 
entrance colonnade, the interior courtyard, and the overall "Ankara cubic" aesthetic of such stuclent 
projects reflect the influence of Egli, who used the same features in his own work in Ankara (see 

figs. 2.8 and 4.8).



Fig. 4 .3 .  The architectural studios in the Academy of Fine Arts in İstanbul, the oldest school of 
architecture in Turkey, established in 1882. Photograph circa 1937.

elaborated tlıis position in his textbook M im ari Bilgisi (Lectures on Architecture), 
fîrst published in Turkey in 1938.19 To this day the book remains one of the most inter- 
esting and critical accounts of modern architecture, takiııg issue with many of the 
aesthetic cliches and political claims of the Modern Movement. In 1937 Taut assigned 
his graduating class a housing project for employees of the Directorate of State 
Monopolies in Ankara— not a hypothetical exercise but a real program reqııested by 
the ministry. Turkish architects and architectural students were already familiar with 
the socialist Siedlung  (housing) programs of the 1920s in Weimar Germany through 
articles published in M im ar  and A rkitekt.20 It was the writings of Martin Wagner and 
later of Wilhelm Schütte, however, that drew attention to the economics and politics 
of housing and urbanism.21 The students in Taut’s studio were asked to produce a site 
plan and floor plans of different house types and detailed specifications for ali mate- 
rials. They were asked to calculate the cost per square foot of construction, work- 
manship, and infrastructure, including roads, retaining and garden walls, connection 
to water, electricity, and gas lines, plumbing, and sewage disposal. In the manner of 
Taut’s own work for GEHAG in Berlin,” students were also required to calculate the 
annual rent and conditions of financing for each type, thus exploring the feasibility of 
their proposals.

Although this studio project remained an isolated exercise and was not imple-



mented, it vvas published in A rkitekt vvith dravvings and descriptions that throvv some 
light on the priorities of the nevv modernist education.2’ The projects vvere arranged 
as combinations of row houses and three-story parallel blocks in vvhich one exterior 
stairvvell served tvvo units on each side (fig. 4.4). Different types of houses vvere 
vvorked out vvith minimum dimensions and furnishings and vvith detailed specifica- 
tions of materials and finishes, dovvn to the cost of pipes, svvitches, and fittings. No 
elevations or perspectives vvere dravvn, only plans and a site axonometric. The pro- 
posals clearly vvere not “aesthetic” in either design quality or representation tech- 
niques, contrasting vvith the painterly legacy of the school’s beaux-arts tradition. In 
his M im ari Bilgisi, Taut had openly criticized the deceptiveness of elaborate render- 
ings vvith light and shadovv, proposing that students shoııld instead observe and sketch 
the particular detail of a building through the eyes of an architect, seeing not only the 

shape but the making of it.24
There is no question that Taut’s image as studio instructor and practicing archi­

tect in Turkey vvas primarily that of a modernist vvho taught rational, functional 
design to Turkish students— something that responded to the republic’s urgent expec- 
tations for the education of “experts” and “professionals” after European models. 
Taut’s teaching and vvriting, hovvever, vvere irreducible to the sterile formulas of the 
N eue Sachlichkeit (nevv objectivity) in Germany, of vvhich he vvas alvvays critical. He 
insistently told his students that rational design thinking did not necessarily or auto- 
matically produce “architecture” as sııch, nor did it determiııe a particular form or 
style. Taut’s resistance to both the anti-aesthetic postııre of the N eue Sachlichkeit  and 
the aesthetic canons of modernist orthodoxy after the advent of “international style” 
fared vvell in the architectural culture of Turkey in the late 1930s, vvhen architects 
sought to infuse architecture vvith feeling and national content. Indeed, as I discuss in 
chapter 6, the Nevv Architecture as understood and taught by both Egli and Taut 
entailed a strong “regionalist” message and a deep reverence for the vernacular tradi­
tions and Ottoman monuments of Turkey.

As the modernist curricular transformations at the academy shaped the profile of 
the first republican generation of architects, their repercussioııs vvere felt in the Civil 
Service School of Engineering (Hendese-i Mülkiye Mektebi) as vvell. Although the 
classical core of the cıırriculum vvas stili intact in 1931, some student projects for pro- 
grams such as houses and schools displayed a modernist aesthetic vvith flat roofs, sim- 
ple geometric volumes, rounded corners, and free vvindovv arrangemeııts (fig. 4 .5). In
1938, more systematic and official modernizing reforms like those of the academy 
vvere undertaken through the initiative of Emin Onat (1908-1961). Emin O nat, vvho 
graduated from Zürich Federal Polytechnic in 1934 as a student of Otto Salvisberg, 
vvas instrumental in institutionalizing the German-Austrian school of modernism at 
the school of engineering and inviting Clemenz Holzmeister (1886-1983) and Paul 
Bonatz (1877-1956) to teach there. In 1944 the school vvas transformed into İstanbul 
Technical University, and the architectural section became a separate department 
located in the historic Taşkışla barracks.
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Fig. 4.4. Student projects for Directorate of State Monopolies employee housing assigned by Bruno 
Taut to his architectural studio at the Academy of Fine Arts in 1937-1938. Top: Site axonometric 
dravving by Süleyman Köktürk. Bottom : Plans for three-story Zeilenbau-type apartments vvith two- 
and three-bedroom variants by Ulvi Başman. Students were asked to provide detailed specifications 
for materials and to calculate costs for different types of units.
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Fig. 4 .5 . Project for a small elementary school by Zeki Tevfik, a student in the architectural course 
attheC iv il Service School of Engineering, İstanbul. Project circa 1931.



Historically, architects have carried out their struggle for professional legitimacy 
and power on two interrelated grounds: first, their knovvledge and expertise, or their 
“cognitive Capital,” and second, their claims to represent the good of society at 
large— their “professional ideology.” In the West, both claims were supported by the 
writings of turn-of-the-century social theorists such as Thornstein Veblen, who 
viewed expertise and rationality as the only forces fit to govern society, and Emile 
Durkheim, who regarded professional groups as the majör element of normative reg- 
ulation in society. Although architects had borrowed extensively from these argu- 
ments, their claims to professional status had always been fraught with difficulties, 
owing to the nature of the discipline. So long as architects worked in traditional 
patronage relationships with individual clients, who often had particular stylistic 
preferences and hired architects to execute their wishes, architecture could not be a 
full-fledged “profession” in the ideal sense. Only vvith the Modern Movement vvas this 
traditional definition of the architect radically transformed along a techııocratic and 
professional model. In countries like Turkey, the historical coincidence of modernism 
vvith the professionalization movement vvas particularly important in empovvering 
architects to use the doctriııes of rationalism and functionalism as a basis for their 
quest for professional recognition.

Rationalism, Functionalism, 
and Professional Legitim acy

T h e  1 9 2 9  p i e c e  by Müderris İsmail Hakkı titled “Cubism in Archi­
tecture and the Turkish Tradition” is one of the earliest and theoretically most inter- 
esting arguments for the New Architecture, vvritten at the height of the Kemalist 
reforms. its evolutionary model of architectural history— its identification of partic­
ular styles vvith their corresponding forms of social organization and vvith the zeit- 
geist of a particular epoch— vvas mentioned in chapter 3. From this evolutionary 
perspective, İsmail Hakkı explained how scieııce became the Central institution of 
contemporary societies and hovv the tools, principles, and means of these societies, 
including their cities, buildings, houses, doors, and vvindovvs, became “rational” 
[m akul), “mathematical” [riyazi), and “geometric” [bendesi):

In contemporary societies [muasır cemiyet] Science has replaced religion as the primary social 
institution. . . . The envelopes of the new life can be neither sacred, nor grandiose, nor dainty. 
These buildings can only be healthy, comfortable, and rational. The most important feature of 
contemporary society and its contemporary art is this rationality [makulluk]. . . . The tools, 
principles, and means that, until the intervention of Science, received their inspiration from 
faith and tradition have started to become mathematical [riyazi]. As a necessary consequence 
of this mathematization, cities, streets, sidewalks, houses, doors, windows, tables, paper



sheets, and envelopes have become geometric [bendesi]. Contemporary civilization [muasır 
medeniyet] is one that covers the world with geometric objects.26

His conclusion that “contemporary civilization . . . covers the world vvith geo­
metric objects” vvas the most elaborate civilizational argument for “cubic architec­
ture” offered until then. İsmail Hakkı defîned geometry as “the manifestation of 
Science in form ” (hendese, ilmin şekillerde tecellisinden başka birşey değildir) and stat- 
ed that our affection for geometry vvas not simply the result of rationalist philosophy 
as a self-referential system of thought but a profound necessity of “dem ocratic life” 
(my emphasis). Cubism, vvhich he defîned as “an art of volumes” and “an abolition 
of motifs in architecture,” vvas “neither a discovery nor a theory” but “the necessary 
consequence of nevv needs pressing upon European societies for a century.” It fulfilled 
a functional purpose (am eli m aksat), a technical necessity (tekn ik  zaruret), and a cul­
tural relationship betvveen form and society (harsi m ünasebet)— a formula evocative 
of the classic trinity of architectural theory: function, structure, and beauty (utilitas, 
firmitas, and venustas).

Thus, the key functionalist and rationalist arguments for form, vvhich vvould 
become the main theme of architectural discourse in the 1930s, vvere eloquently put 
forvvard by İsmail Hakkı in this important article. Three years before the first issue of 
Mimar, in vvhich Zeki Sayar, follovving Le Corbusier’s famous dictum, declared a 
building to be “a habitation machine” (ikam et m akinası) , 2 7  İsmail Hakkı used a sim- 
ilarly Corbusean expression. He characterized the minarets of Turkish mosques as 
“tools for calling to prayer,” explaining their design as a thoroughly rational process:

Minarets are containers— tools for calling the faithful to prayer— before they are works of art. 
Their bases are the load-bearing foundations of these tali towers. The şerefe is a balcony for 
the müezzin to go around. The cap is a roof to protect the minaret from rain— the most appro- 
priate roof form for a tali structure. The arabesk motifs of the şerefe balustrade are not the 
vvork of a mind exploring the mystical secrets of geometric shapes; it is the idea of the crafts- 
man who was trying to reduce the load of the masonry balustrade. The stalactites under the 
şerefe are not symbols of stalactite caves, nor the creations of a Romantic mind. They are 
devised by the mason as the brackets connecting the şerefe to the body of the minaret.28

Cubic architecture, then, vvas simply the latest rational form, the most reasonable 
“Container of social life in contemporary society,” and the result of contemporary 
techniques that “combined the strength of cement vvith the elasticity of iron.” İsmail 
Hakkı went on to declare the discovery of reinforced concrete “the most important 
revolution of our times,” vvhich opened up many nevv possibilities. He vvrote: “It is 
possible to make large openings in buildings. It is possible to make large horizontal 
planes vvithout supports, columns, or vaults. It is possible to make large projections 
or recessions. Rather than building vvith rows of bricks or stones, it is possible to cast 
the building as a monolithic object.”29



The primacy of functional and technical criteria oudined by İsmail Hakkı antic- 
ipated the line of rationalist arguments for the New Architecture promoted by M im ar 
and A rkitekt throughout the 1930s. Coinciding favorably vvith the positivist and ratio­
nalist biases of the Kemalist project of civilization, the scientific claims of the New 
Architecture vvere ideally suited to Turkish architects’ professional struggle. The offi­
cial modernist doctrine that modern form was a thoroughly rational consequence of 
function and technique and that it had nothing to do vvith eccentricity or stylistic 
vvhim was enthusiastically promoted by Turkish architects. The New Architecture 
represented, before everything else, “the svvitch from the realm of forms and aesthet­
ics to that of needs and logic,” as Celal Esat Arseven put it.30 There vvas a rational—  
that is, functional and constructional— explanation for every design element in the 
Nevv Architecture. “New construction methods provide the opportunity to maximize 
the amount of sunlight admitted to each room and to determine the form and place- 
ment of the vvindovvs,” vvrote Arseven. “The walls are liberated from the foundations 
and the vvindovvs from the vvalls. Everything has its logical p lace accordingly  [my 
enıphasis].”31 Similarly, Behçet Sabri and Bedrettin Hamdi’s 1934 article in M im ar 
coıınected every typical formal element of the Nevv Architecture to a logical con­
structional or functional explanation:

The tvventieth century has given the architect many nevv means and rational solııtions. lnstead 
of the small vvindovvs of the past, nevv construction gives us band vvindovvs. We can organize 
the plan freely vvithout dependence on load-bearing vvalls. Walls can be the same thickncss on 
every floor because they are no longer load bearing. The pıırpose of the vvall is no longer struc- 
tural: it is there only to block vievv, soıınd, or access. Corner vvindovvs are possible. Fiat roofs 
are replacing tile roofs and vvood components are giving way to metal. Windows for stairvvells 
can be a large vertical glazed vvall. The task of the architect is to find the most logical and most 
appropriate of these nevv solııtions to formal and constructional matters.32

This emphasis on the “logical” nature of modern form vvas particularly ııseful in 
rejecting Ottoman revivalism on rational rather than ideological grounds. “Rational- 
ism” and “fıınctionalism,” it vvas argued, had nothing to do vvith the old stylistic 
“isms” sııch as revivalism, eclecticism, and neoclassicism but vvere signifiers of a nevv 
philosophy corresponding to the zeitgeist of the modern age. For example, Zeki 
Sayar’s objection to the prototype schools built according to the stylistic precepts of 
the National Architecture Renaissance vvas formulated not as an ideological rejection 
of Ottoman motifs but as a thoroughly rationalist argument: the idea of a prototype 
vvas, by definition, contradictory to rational design thinking, vvhich had to take the 
specificity of site and program into consideration. Sayar insightfully pointed out that 
the same building could not be appropriate for different sites, climates, and programs. 
In an essay titled “Aesthetics in School Design” Sayar explained that classrooms 
should not distract the student vvith decoration and should be “plain, well propor- 
tioned, well ventilated, and flooded vvith light.” The decorative elements and column



capitals of National Architecture Renaissance buildings were “inappropriate” 
because “dust accumulated in these details,” prompting architects to replace them 
with more hygienic plain surfaces. He wrote: “The old-style prototype schools were 
built at a time when an architectııral theory of school building [m ektep  nazariyeti 
m im arisi] vvas nonexistent. They were built ali alike, in the absence of technical in- 
formation and as a result of a simplistic thinking that privileged ‘national senti- 
ment’ [över scientific criteria].”33 In another essay, “Economic Considerations in School 
Design,” he emphasized the lower cost of building, vvherever appropriate, more sto- 
ries than the two-story National Architecture Renaissance schools of the 1920s. He 
emphasized maximizing the ratio of classroom area to total area, rationally placing 
auxiliary spaces such as the gym and vvorkshops in basements and on ground floors, 
and optimizing the area for these purposes on the basis of the nıımber of students.34 
In these essays, Zeki Sayar made frequent references to European, especially German, 
examples, illustrating the first essay with photographs of an elementary school by 
M artin Elsaesser in Eschersheim, Germany.

A survey of published projects in M im ar  and A rkitekt  över the 1930s reveals a 
consistently “technical” language with which projects were described— a privileging 
of progranımatic, constructional, and economic criteria as determinants of design. 
Dimensions in plans were explained with respect to intensity and natııre of use, 
choices of materials were discussed with reference to factors such as cost, hygiene, 
and ease of maintenance, and distances betvveen blocks were explained in terms of 
angles of the sun, in the way Walter Gropius explained them to the CIAM in 1930. 
Furthermore, like their contemporaries who vvere shaping CIAM doctrines, Turkish 
architects’ professional self-definition vvas not limited to their being experts and tech- 
nicians. It entailed a much larger social vision. W hat is particularly remarkable in the 
professional discourse on the Nevv Architecture is the unequivocal linking of modern 
forms to societal transformations unleashed by the industrial age— an age that vvas 
only an idealized potential in Turkey, not an accomplished fact. “Modern technology 
and the development of mechanization gave us many nevv means to do our vvork and 
many changes in our construction methods,” vvrote Samih Saim in a 1931 piece titled 
“Nevv Elements.” “To adapt to this nevv lifestyle, many elements of our buildings 
changed their forms or radically renevved their character. Thus hitherto unprecedent- 
ed forms appeared.”35 These nevv elements of the Nevv Architecture, adapted from 
Arseven’s book and partly derived from Le Corbusier’s five principles, vvere roof ter- 
races, pilotis, horizontal vvindovvs (or “logical vvindovvs” [m antıki pencere], as Samih 
Saim called them), color, and electricity.

Evoking the same argument about modernism’s being a universal and thorough- 
ly rational doctrine, Behçet Unsal made a similar correlation betvveen social modern- 
ization and architectııral form. Addressing the public in a radio program in 1939, he 
explained architects’ espoıısal of the Nevv Architecture in civilizational terms: it vvas 
a historical necessity, a mark of contemporariness (asrilik), rather than a stylistic 
choice or fashion:



These terms [functionalism, rationalism] that have just entered our language and these nevv 
modes of living that are beginning to effect us are the reflections in our country of a larger 
universal and social transformation. In our m acbine age  [rny emphasis], vvith its changes in 
mentality and lifestyle, our large vvooden houses vvith spacious sofas  [halis] are no longer 
appropriate. That is vvhy the necessity arises for moving to a snıall home or apartment vvith 
corner vvindovvs and rounded projections.36

The message in Unsal’s vvords vvas that modern forms and design principles vvere 
rational products of the “machine age,” vvhich, although not yet a reality in Turkey, 
vvas a universal phenomenon and therefore “our” machine age as much as anybody 
else’s. Although there vvas no direct causal relationship betvveen the social and tech- 
nological transformations of the tvventieth century and the particular forms of 
modernism, Behçet Unsal’s rhetorical leap from “changes in mentality and lifestyle” 
to corner vvindovvs and rounded projections vvas characteristic of the modernist 
polemic. So vvere rhetorical leaps from the definition of the architect as a technical 
expert (vvho solves design problems under given circumstances) to the idea of archi­
tect as an agent of civilization (vvith a larger mission to transform those circum­
stances). The former legitimated the latter; rationality and expertise became 
compelling grounds for discourses of social engineering and technocracy.

Architects exalted this larger role of agent of social transformation and recoıı- 
struction, vvhich elevated their stature in the society at large— something particularly 
important in a country vvhere architecture vvas traditionally seen as a lesser vocation 
associated vvith the non-Muslims of the empire. In their vvritings they articıılated this 
self-declared mission to teach the people hovv to live in civilized and contemporary 
vvays in accordance vvith the Westernizing reforms of the republic. The technocratic 
discourse of modernism as articıılated by Le Corbusier and the CIAM offered them a 
model. For example, in an article titled “The Architect in the City” in Yeni Türk 
M ecm uası (Journal of the Nevv Turk), architect Faruk Galip explained this nevv defi­
nition of the architect as follovvs:

Today’s architect is no longer the old builder [kalfa] whom people hired to prepare plans and 
build a four-room house. He is a scientist [ilim adamı] vvho delineates the social and econom- 
ic politics of the country, organizes her civilizational character, builds her cities, and provides 
the vvorking people of the nation vvith comfortable and airy spaces of recreation and vvork. He 
is an artist vvhose reputation vvill transcend national boundaries and vvill place the imprint 
upon history, not so much of his ovvn name, but that of his nation.37

This dramatically expanded and idealized definition of the profession vvas the 
majör theme in the inaugural issue of M im ar  vvhen it appeared in 1931. In an impor­
tant editorial titled “The Architect inside the Building,” Aptullah Ziya articulated this 
nevv professional definition of the architect beyond the boundaries of technical knovv- 
hovv: “The vvhole vvorld admits today that the architect is not a builder vvho constructs 
our houses to shelter us from rain and sun. He is an intellectual leader to guide our



social life [içtimai bayatım ıza yol gösteren bir m ütefekkir], a thinker concerned with 
oıır comfort, hygiene, and health. He is concerned with the interior design of our 
homes, as much as, if not more than, the exterıor.” is

As is evident from this passage, the civilizing mission of the architect was a theme 
especially relevant for residential architecture in the shaping of a new and modern cul- 
ture of living— a subject I take up in the next chapter. It was also an important theme 
in designing model villages, “colonizing the countryside,” and teaching the peasants 
“how to sleep on beds, how to use chairs and tables,” as covered in chapter 3. In both 
areas, the quest for professioııal legitimacy and power was based on a techııocratic 
worldview: it was the rationality of architects, planners, and experts that made them 
legitimate authorities in prescribing lifestyles. The techııocratic overtones of the 
Modern Movement were epitomized in Europe by the early career of Le Corbusier, 
who was inspired by Taylorist principles of rationality and efficiency and appealed to 
industrialists, businessmen, and the state for the implementation of these ideas.19 Like 
the great master before them, Turkish architects repeatedly appealed to the state for 
commissions and tried to expand their involvement in nation building at every level, 
from the design of homes and public bııildings to factories, silos, and cities.

There was no doubt in the minds of Turkish architects that the state was the pri- 
mary agent of modernization and the primary patron for their expertise, vvhich aloııe 
could give built form to the ideals of the republic. They did not hesitate to legitimate 
the role of the professioııal architect as an officer of the Kemalist revolution and an 
agent of its civilizing mission to carry its ideals to the people. Modern architecture 
was perceived and portrayed as the natural expression of this progressive mission, a 
powerful instrument of “visible politics,” not unlike the vvay modernist coloııial archi­
tecture and urbanism were perceived by French and Italian authorities in North Africa 
at about the same time. For many Turkish modernizers (bureaucrats, planners, archi­
tects), vvords such as “colonization” and “fascism” had unequivocally positive and 
progressive connotations in the 1930s. They signifıed the authoritative but enlightened 
modernization of peoples and lands by stroııg states. The assumption was that only 
through the sponsorship of a stroııg state could modern architecture flourish in a war- 
torn, poor, and backvvard country like Turkey in the 1930s.

In their quest for broader professioııal legitimacy and state commissions, Turkish 
architects competed primarily against their foreign colleagues and teachers. For the 
most part, they were faced with the paradox of respecting these prominent foreigners, 
who had introduced the Nevv Architecture to the country, and at the same time feel- 
ing blocked by them from access to important public commissions. One consequence 
of this paradox was that while constructing their argument for professioııal legitima­
cy around scientific criteria (education, expertise, rational thinking), Turkish archi­
tects also resorted to the extrascientific factor of nationality, vvhich gave them an edge 
över their foreign competitors. It was claimed that young Turkish architects “who 
were born and raised in the Kemalist inkilap, living it and loviııg it,” as Aptullah Ziya 
put it,4" would be better equipped to give form to the spirit of the revolution. During



the construction of nevv Ankara in the early 1930s, Arif Hikmet Koyunoğlu, the lead- 
ing architect of the National Architecture Renaissance in republican Ankara, was rep- 
rimanded by RPP leaders for vvriting an article that criticized the commissioning of 
the entire government complex to the Austrian architect Clemenz Holzmeister. In the 
article Arif Hikmet had vvritten: “The new Ankara should be built by Turkish artists 
vvho know the heroic spirit of the War of Independence. Only Turkish architects can 
give this city its identity. Architect Holzmeister is a great man and a talented artist. 
But he is not someone to understand the revolution in our country in order to produce 

the vvorks vvorthy of it.”41
The traditional tendency of Turkish political leaders to prefer foreign architects 

and planners vvas a primary grievance of the professional discourse published in the 
pages of M im ar and A rkitekt. In another essay, titled “Nationalism in A rt,” Aptullah 
Ziya outlined the decline of Turkish art and architecture since the reign of Sultan 
Abdulaziz in the hands of foreign architects, including the most recent infatuation 
vvith foreign experts in the construction of republican Ankara:

Nationalist art is not the work of individııals. It is the vvork of nations. No national art can be 
born out of individual talent. From the constitııtional period (meşrutiyet), we leaped into the 
republic, thanks to the power of the Gazi. We needed a new art. Yet the new equivalents of 
Çelebi Mehmet Efendi [an eighteenth-centııry Ottoman ambassador to Paris vvho brought in 
French artistic and architectural influences] stili carry the same old mentality and stili have the 
last word in matters of art. Once again they brought foreigners vvho, instead of baroque and 
empire styles, this time introduced the New Art. However, since [these foreigners] also tried to 
look “a little native,” their vvork turned out to be a strange thing, far from rcflecting our revo­
lution. These nevv experts turned out to be no different from the Toma kalfa [alluding to 
Ottoman minority architects] vvho built Pera in İstanbul, and vvith their heavy and bulky 
hands, they shaped the construction of Ankara. We do not want to give the impression that we 
are negating their rightful role as teachers. We are not talking about art, but “national art.” 42

There are two interesting points in Aptullah Ziya’s arguments. The fîrst, also 
repeated by other Turkish architects, is an acknovvledgment of the pedagogical func- 
tion of the foreign architects in introducing the Nevv Architecture to the country. 
M ore interesting is the implication that their modern work vvas less “revolutionary” 
than befit the Kemalist ideal. In other vvords, it vvas not modern architecture that 
Turkish architects objected to but the particular modernism of the German-speaking 
architects. With his admiration for Italian rationalist architects, Aptullah Ziya vvas 
particularly vocal in criticizing the heavier modernism of Ankara and casting this in 
terms of a nationalistic argument to promote the professional povver struggle of 
Turkish architects. Similar sentiments, sometimes bordering on xenophobia, were not 
uncommon in the generally introverted, nationalistic culture of the early republic.

Making the professional plea for the benefits of a system of competitions that 
vvould favor Turkish architects över foreigners, Zeki Sayar, too, cited examples from 
Italy, vvhere “designers not registered in the Fascist organization of architects vvere not



allovved to participate in national competitions for state buildings.” In their paradig- 
matic essay “The Architecture of the Turkish Revolution,” Behçet Sabri and Bedrettin 
Hamdi also offered a good example of this nationalistic argument, vvhich vvas at odds 
vvith the earlier universalistic and supranational claims of scientific reasoning:

We need to learn from the techniqııes of European experts. Hovvever, the spirit and outlook of 
the Turk is higher than what they can attain. We must turn to the young generation of Turkish 
architects who, bearing the blood and talent of the Great Sinan, are now vvalking along a con­
temporary and logical path. The leaders who vvrote nationalism and populism into the princi­
ples of the republic must commission the architects of the revolution from vvhich a modern and 
national architecture will be born [my emphasis] .44

The vveakness of the logic in most of these arguments is obvious. W hat relevance 
could “the blood of the Great Sinan” possibly have for modern architects who, by 
their own claims, followed “a contemporary and logical path”? If indeed “modern 
needs [were] the same for everybody in the modern vvorld,” as Behçet Unsal said, 
paraphrasing Walter Gropius, Hennes Meyer, and other proponents of the N ene 
Sachlichkeit before him, why vvould the nationality of the architect matter at ali? 
Many such questions remained unresolved in Turkish architects’ professional dis- 
course in the 1930s, vvith no clear and fixed conceptual botındary for the determinants 
of modern form. Sometimes modern architecture vvas discussed as a logical fact deter- 
mined by function, technique, and the universal needs of modern life. Sometimes 
priority vvas placed on national expression. Often, republican architects vvanted it 
both ways.

Aesthetic Discourse of the N e w  Architecture

İ t  w a s  n o t  arbitrary choice or pure semantics that from the very start, 
Turkish architects insisted on the term “Nevv Architecture” and expressed their dis- 
taste for the term “international style.” It vvould be misleading, they argued, to char- 
acterize the Nevv Architecture as international. It vvas simply an anti-academic 
architecture and, being the most rational response to site, program, climate, and con- 
text, vvas by defınition “national.” N or vvas it a nevv style. On the contrary, its entire 
premise vvas a rejection of stylistic approaches such as the Ottoman revivalist 
National Architecture Renaissance before it. Moreover, in spite of occasional state- 
ments reminiscent of N eue Sachlichkeit cliches about architecture’s being an anti- 
aesthetic and scientific fact, the radicalism and internationalist spirit of the “nevv 
objectivity” vvas as unpalatable to Turkish architects as the term “international style.” 
There could be many explanations for this. As already mentioned, the European 
architects teaching and vvorking in Turkey vvere more conservative Germans and 
Austrians, outside the mainstream Bauhaus and CIAM circles, often vvith a classical



training informing their austere modernism. Equally important vvas that the socialist 
and M arxist vievvs upheld by the radical German architects of the N eue Sachlicbkeit 
and the “internationalism” of the left vvere anathema to the strongly antisocialist, 
antimaterialist, and nationalist ideological precepts of Kemalism. The prospect of 
reducing architecture to pure scientific calculation and cold reason meant negating 
not only aesthetics and taste but also the “national spirit and idealisin” that vvere so 
dear to republican architects. Finally, it vvas the aesthetic component of their disci- 
pline that legitimated architects as “artists”— as experts in aesthetic matters that 
coııld be handled by no one else.

Whatever the reasons, Turkish architects’ emphasis on functionalism, rational­
ism, and scientific expertise and their rejection of stylistic references to modernism 
did not go so far as negating their preoccupation vvith form and aesthetics. Rather, 
they elaborated the remarkably insightful, albeit polemical, formulation that “if a 
vvork of architecture fully conforms to its context and its function, then it is beauti­
ful.”45 İn other words, they proposed that in the Nevv Architectııre, modern form vvas 
not really formalism— that is, the geometric masses and volıımes of the Nevv Archi- 
tectııre vvere not a stylistic given but a consequence of rational considerations of the 
problem at hand. Reminiscent of Le Corbusier’s famous statement that “modern dec- 
orative art is not decorated,”46 this formulation allovved the profession to reject the 
aesthetics of Ottoman revivalism vvithout rejecting the importance of aesthetic con- 
cerııs. It meant taking artistic creativity on board vvhile leaving stylistic ornamenta- 
tion out, thııs defining the modern architect as distinct from the old “draftsmen and 
decorators,” as Arseven had called them, vvhile stili maintaining a Creative, artistic 
edge över engineers as a competing professional groııp.

That the term “building art” (yapı sanatı) vvas vvidely used in the 1930s inter- 
changeably vvith “architecture” is indicative of this desire to legitimate the architect as 
both a construction expert and a Creative artist at the same time. To be sure, such 
binary oppositions betvveen construction and art, Science and aesthetics, logic and 
feeling vvere themselves modern constructs, and as modern philosophers have con- 
templated extensively, it vvas only after the modern separation of these realms that 
efforts to recombine them had intensified. In an important piece titled “Feelings and 
Logic in Architecture,” Sami Macaroğlu criticized misrepresentations of the Nevv 
Architecture as pure logic devoid of feeling— as, for example, in terms then circıılat- 
ing such as “logical vvindovvs” and “logical plans.” He argued that vvith the over- 
vvhelming domination of social life in the modern vvorld by logical and rational rules, 
art vvas the only domain in which feelings could run free, and everyone should 
acknovvledge the value of that:

Recently we have beeıı repeating the same cliches: “I did this because it is rational. This is the 
form necessitated by construction. This will respond to such-and-such a need.” Enough! These 
logical explanations have no other function than masking the feelings that we refuse to confess 
even to ourselves. Why not say, “I did it because it is beautiful or because I vvanted to express



a certain feeling”? In New Architecture, the building must conform to its function. But is the 
scientific aspect of architecture enough? No. We are always guided by our feelings. If we think 
aboııt our decisions, we will see that even in those decisions that we consider the most “logi­
cal,” the role of logic has been no more than that of reinforcing our feelings. How many peo- 
ple are ready to admit this? You must have heard of people talking about the Nevv Architecture 
in such terms: economical, healthy, rationally constructed— in other words, “logical.” An ordi- 
nary technician equipped vvith science can easily make buildings vvith these qualifications. 
Reason can take care of ali of them. Are we going to cali the resulting machine “a work of 
art” ? 47

This emphasis on the importance of extrascientific factors in design was, in 
essence, the basis of an undogmatic approach to modernism that both Ernst Egli and 
Bruno Taut tried to impart to their students at the academy. On the basis of his own 
method of working out a design problem, Taut explained in his book: “First you come 
up vvith a logical diagram in response to site, orientation, landscape, and other such 
factors. This is truly a diagram: a scientific document, vvhich has nothing to do yet 
with architecture. It is important to wait until this diagram acqııires life and thinking 
gives way to feeling. Only then is the hand set free to draw.”4S Although the stııdent 
projects for the Directorate of State Monopolies housing mentioned earlier (see fig.
4.4) show no evidence of having gone much beyond the first, diagrammatic stage, it 
vvas important for Taut to restore to building construction the artistic component that 
had been obscured by the anti-aesthetic excesses of the N eue Sachlicbkeit. That he 
published these ideas in Tıırkish vvas a particularly important contribııtion to the 
architectural cultııre of the early republic, the significance of vvhich has only recently 

been appreciated.49
As early as 1929, in his important book M odern Architecture, Taut had been crit­

ical of the tendency to fetishize stripped-dovvn technique and function and had 
objected to the reduction of modern rational design to “a stylistic zeitgeist,” as he 
called the canonic ocean-liner aesthetic of Le Corbusier. The vvritings and vvork of 
Turkish architects in the 1930s suggest that they had internalized mııch more of Taut’s 
teaching than they typically acknovvledged. In spite of their “functionalist and ratio­
nalist” arguments, vvhich fared vvell with Kemalist positivism, aesthetics had a strong 
presence in the discoıırse of the Turkish architects gathered around Mimar. They 
vvere, hovvever, quite insightfully avvare that the best definition of a modernist aes­
thetic vvas that it could not be defined beyond generalities such as “geometric,” 
“abstract,” and “ıındecorated.” Unlike classical styles, vvhich coııld be codified into 
fixed orders and motifs, a modernist aesthetic vvas one that you knew only vvhen you 
saw it. In 1933, Behçet Sabri and Bedrettin Hamdi’s vvords captured this basic prem- 
ise of modernism, connecting it, however, to a larger zeitgeist argument: “Souls have 
changed, life has changed, and a nevv era has davvned. This nevv spirit has left the old 
repertoire of colıımns, arches, capitals, pedestals, and entablatures behind and has 
thrust itself into the world of masses and volumes. The architecture of today, vvhich



we cali ‘modern,’ is a harmonious totality of simple, beautiful, geometric shapes dis- 
sociated from traditional motifs.”50

Herein lies the ambiguity of the aesthetic discourse of New Architecture in the 
Turkish architectııral culture of the 1930s. As vvas emphasized on every occasion, it vvas 
sııpposed to be an aesthetic arising out of rational considerations (of site, program, 
construction, materials, climate, context, ete.) rather than predetermined stylistic 
choices. This simply meant that modern architecture vvas formally indeterminate, 
irredııcible to any a priori form. This vvas a very insightful position for the 1930s. As 
architectııral historians vvho have deconstructed the “myths of the M odern  
Movement” or the “fictions of funetion” in European modernism have shovvn in 
recent years, rational considerations of funetion and techniqııe are alvvays inadecjuate 
as determinants of form.51 So how is one to account for the “harmonious composition 
of simple geometric shapes” or the pervasiveness of “the cantilevers, the roıınded cor- 
ners, the circıılar windows” ? An ansvver that can be tentatively proposed is that there 
vvas a certain aesthetic repertoire of modernism in the 1930s that circulated in arehi- 
tectural cıılture at large and informed the vvork of Turkish architects as well. Despite 
their iıısistence on talking about buildings in strictly technical and fıınctional terms 
vvhen they vvrote in Mimar, they could not explain the recurrent aesthetic featııres so 
common to the vvork of the 1930s in those terms alone. This does not mean that vvher­
ever these aesthetic features vvere employed, the designs vvere not fıınctional or teeh- 
nically soıınd. It simply means that there is alvvays a margin of indeterminacy betvveen 
aesthetics and functionalist-rationalist explanations of form. In its eagerness to leııd 
credibility and aııthority to the Nevv Architecture, the discourse of the 1930s rarely, if 
ever, addressed that margin.

Let us look at a fevv of these aesthetic choices. A most immediately recogııizable 
one vvas a particular composition that combined a loııg horizontal block or group of 
horizontal blocks vvith a prominent vertical element, a clock tovver or a chimney. 
Roıınding one or both ends of the horizontal block vvas an additional featııre that 
enhanced the perceived modernity of the building, perhaps vvith distant allusions to a 
ship or ocean liner. Three important and extensively published buildings of the 1930s 
in Ankara illustrate this particular aesthetic at its most refined expression: the 
Exhibition Hail (1933), the filter station (su süzgeci) of Çubuk Dam (1936), and the 
casino-restaurant of the nevv railvvay station (1937) (fig. 4.6). Three buildings vvith 
vastly different funetions shared a common aesthetic idiom that made them distinet- 
ly “republican” in their iconography. Possible sources of this aesthetic idiom vvere the 
numerous contemporary Eııropean buildings reproduced in publicatioııs, as vvell as 
architects’ “intertextual” references to each other’s recent vvork. These forms vvould 
not have been so sııccessfully imported and circulated, hovvever, if it had not been 
for their connotations of progress, modernity, and industry (especially through allu­
sions to ships, factory chimneys, and undecorated machine forms) so eherished by 
republican ideology. Whatever the specific ideas and images in the minds of their



Fig. 4 .6 . Horizontal blocks with rounded corners juxtaposed vvith vertical towers: the pervasiveness 
of a particular formal and aesthetic vocabulary in early republican architecture, often independent 
of function and program. Top: Ankara Exhibition Hail (1933-34). Middle: The water filter station of 
the Çubuk Dam (1935). Bottom: The restaurant-casino of the Ankara Railroad Station (1 937).



Fig. 4 .7 . The repetition of a particular formal type: school buildings vvith rounded corners and 
corner entrance. Top: The Agricultural School in İzmir (1932), designed in the architectural offices 
of the Ministry of Agriculture. Bottom: Gazi Elementary School (1934), also in İzmir, designed by 
Necmeddin Emre.



Fig. 4 .8. The so-called Ankara cubic or Viennese cubic style of Ankara's majör public buildings. 
Top: Officers' Club (1929-1933), by Clemenz Holzmeister. Bottoırı: Court of Financial Appeals 
(1928-1930), by Ernst Egli. The inverted T-shaped projections of Holzmeister and the cubic win- 
dow projections of Egli vvere distinct leitmotifs of this style.



architects, these buildings clearly embodied richer references and associations than mere 
responses to the programmatic reqııirements of exhibition space, water fîltration, and 
public entertainment, respectively.

If the initial sources of some of these aesthetic choices were European, their par­
ticular interpretation and repeated use in a particular city or for a particular program  
suggest that certain formal vocabularies circulated among architects within Turkey as 
well. For example, a very specific way of entering a building through a rounded cor- 
ner into a circular space appears to have been a recurring approach for buildings hous- 
ing official RPP functions and located on corner lots, even with different scales, sites, 
and constructional constraints. The Yalova RPP Headquarters and People’s House 
(1934) by Sedad Çetintaş and the vvinning entry for the Sivas RPP Headquarters and 
People’s House competition (1939) by Emin Necip Uzman and Nazif Asal shared this 
particular formal arrangement in spite of their very different sizes, locations, and 
budgets (see fig. 2.25). Similarly, the rounded corner entrance of the Agricultural 
School (Ziraat Mektebi) in İzmir (1932), designed by the office of the Ministry of 
Agriculture, vvas repeated in almost identical fashion in the Gazi Elementary School 
(Gazi İlk Mektebi) in the same city (1934) by Necmeddin Emre (fig. 4 .7 ).52

Fig. 4 .9 . Influence of the "Ankara cubic" on Turkish architects: the Directorate of State Monopolies 
administration building (1935) in Konya, by TahirTuğ, employing Holzmeister's inverted T projec- 
tions. TahirTuğ designed for the directorate in other cities as well, employing the same style, as in 
the case of his State Monopolies administration building in Antalya (1934) vvith Egli's cubic vvindovv 
projections.



Fig. 4 .1 0 . The modernist formal repertoire of villas and rental houses in İstanbul in the 1930s. Fiat 
roofs, rounded corners and projections, wide terraces, cantilevers, and metal railings vvere the main 
features. Top: Villa in Bebek by Edip Erbilen. Middle: Villa in Bağlarbaşı by Münci Tangör. Bottom: 

Rental house in Erenköy by Abidin Mortaş.



On the other hand, many public buildings of the early republic employed the for­
mal language of the so-called Viennese school, or the “Ankara cubic,” vvhich had lit- 
tle to do with the canonic aesthetic of the Modern Movement. They showed a 
characteristic play of cubic and rectangular volumes on the plain façades of othervvise 
classically conceived, static, axial, and often symmetrical buildings. The spatial 
“flovvs,” free plans, and free façades championed by the Modern Movement vvere con- 
spicuously absent in many such “modern” buildings of the 1930s, vvhich vvere largely 
influenced by the vvork of foreign architects in Ankara, Holzmeister and Egli in par- 
ticular (fig. 4.8). The vvorks of Tahir Tuğ— for example, his Directorate of State 
Monopolies administration buildings (Tekel İdare Binası) in Antalya (1934) and 
Konya (1935) (fig. 4 .9)— are characteristic examples, vvith the trademark “inverted T” 
projections of vvindovv bays used extensively by Holzmeister. As I mentioned earlier, 
many student projects in the academy adopted the cubic projections as vvell as the 
“classical” elements such as tali orders, loggias, and colonnades that Ernst Egli intro- 
duced at the end of the 1920s (see fig. 4.2). This pervasive “surface modernism” testi- 
fies to a unique set of aesthetic considerations— the effects of projections and

Fig. 4 .11. A pervasive modernist feature of the 1930s architectural culture at large: apartment 
buildings in İstanbul with rounded corners. Left: Tüten Apartmanı, 1936, by Adil Denktaş. Right: 

Apartment building in Taksim, 1938, by Seyfi Arkan.



recessions on façades, light and shade, proportions, and so forth— that cannot be 
explained by functional or technical criteria alone, nor exclusively by imported aes­
thetic notions. Drawing on everything from the individual personalities of the foreign 
architects who brought these features to Turkey to the distinct textures and colors of 
Ankara’s local stone, this vvas a modernism particular to republican Ankara.

As will be discussed in more detail in the next chapter, residential architecture vvas 
the one domain in vvhich some of the more canonic modern forms and features (such 
as flat roofs, circular vvindovvs, vvide terraces, cantilevers, and rounded corners) vvere 
most visible (fig. 4 .10).53 Apartmeııt buildings vvith the 1930s streamliııed aesthetic 
based on the rounded corner became a special trademark of the early republican peri­
od; many of them stili stand distinctly amid the othervvise eclectic ıırban fabric of 
İstanbul (fig. 4.11). With majör public commissions t^pically going to foreign archi­
tects, young Tıırkish architects turned to the design of houses and apartments as their 
primary field of activity. Wanting to be more “modernist” than their modernist 
Eııropean teachers and colleagues, they often resorted to these formal signifiers of 
modernity. In their overall effect, these hoııses and apartments, vvhich combined 
Eııropean influences vvith local constructional realities, constituted a distinct and rec- 
ognizable aesthetic that we nıight cali “modernism in the margins.” It is an aesthetic 
similar, for example, to that of the better-pııblicized residential strııctures bııilt in 
eastern Europe or in Tel Aviv duriııg the 1930s.54 The sa me flat roofs, rounded corners, 
continuous balconies, circular vvindovvs, and badly aging, plastered sıırfaces över 
rather heavy cııbic volumes can be observed in houses of the 1930s in Budapest, 
Ankara, and Tel Aviv alike.

Recıırrent formal elements point to the existence of a budding but effective archi­
tectural culture in Turkey, vvith its ovvn aesthetic idioms and formal vocabıılary that 
vvere reproduced and dissemiııated through competitions, pııblications, and emerging 
professional netvvorks. Although the canonizatioıı of “ iııternational style” vvas criti- 
cized, the modern forms just mentioned vvere internalized by the architects vvho vvrote 
in M im ar and Arkitekt. Any suggestion that Turkish architects should look not 
tovvard these modern forms but tovvard traditional Tıırkish elements and motifs vvas 
seen as a poteııtial challenge to the modernist consensus and vvarranted a response. In 
1933, for example, at the height of the enthıısiasm över the Nevv Architecture, an 
architect identified as B. O. Celal vvrote an essay criticizing the aesthetic canons of 
“iııternational style” from the point of vievv of a “national essence.” Arguing that 
“the national essence” refused to melt avvay despite the increasingly iııternational 
needs and lifestyles of the times, Celal vvrote:

In the decorative and architectural riclıness of Tıırkish art, one can certainly find freslı and 
hitherto ııntapped sources— elegant, simple, soft motifs. When there are so many rich sources, 
vvhat kind of logic vvould copy the deck of an ocean liner or an air control tovver or an As- 
syrian portal stripped of its ornanıents? Yes, conservativism does hinder the artist and im-



pede progress, but aimless and unnecessary freedom makes the artist devoid o f belief and 
inspiration.55

Although the essay vvas published in Mimar, the editors included a disclaimer that 
“the position of the journal pertaining to questions of national architecture [is] dif­
ferent from that of the author.”

İn many built examples of the 1930s, Tıırkish architects’ insistence on functioııal 
criteria aloııe to explain their designs did little justice to the aesthetic qualities of the 
designs themselves. As we know through more recent critical histories of modernism, 
“technical determinism” is not a tenable explanation of modern form even in Europe, 
where indııstrialization, standardizatioıı, and serialized production constituted a real 
material basis for modernist claims. The unified aesthetic of the Modern Movement 
(as in the canoııic Weissenhof Siedlung, for example) had in fact concealed different 
methods of construction underneath the surface finishing: some buildings of load- 
bearing brick, others of reiııforced concrete, and yet others of precast concrete panels 
assembled on site.56 In Turkey, the conspicııoııs abseııce of an industrialized basis for 
the Nevv Architecture vvas a further indication that modern forms preceded  advaııced 
industrial building methods rather than being “logical consequenccs” of them, as 
modernist discourse claimed.

For most of the 1930s, the State of the bııilding industry in Turkey vvas very poor. 
There vvere only a fevv cement factories and no domestic production of iroıı and Steel 
ııntil 1937. A 1927 law encoııragiııg industrial investments (Teşvik-i Sanayi Kanunu) 
had offered incentives to private bıısinesses to produce building materials, but it had 
also allovved the dııty-free importation of bııilding materials not prodııccd in Turkey. 
The primary materials of reiııforced concrete construction— cement and Steel— vvere 
imported. So vvere the insulation materials for Mat roofs (ruberoid  and ksilolit, in par­
ticular), majör construction equipmeııt and machinery (such as cement mixers), and 
Hııropean finishing materials and fixtures (tiles, kitchen and bathroom fixtures, pipes, 
boilers, floor finishes, electrical fixtures, ete.) (fig. 4.12). İnci Aslanoğlu vvrites that 
“gypsıım came from Germaııy, tiles and pressed brick from France, marble from Italy, 
lift cabins from Italy and Austria, and parcjuet flooring from Russia.”57 The high cost 
of importing building materials and transporting them aeross the country vvere majör 
impediments to the proliferation of the Nevv Architecture beyond important public 
buildings.

Most important of ali, there vvere no majör large-scale experiments in rational- 
ized building production and the manufacture of precast, prefabricated building 
components. These experiments, vvhich modernist architects considered to be a defin- 
ing feature of the Nevv Architecture everyvvhere, vvere at best seriously limited in 
scope and practical application in Turkey. Leadiııg architects in the profession vvere 
avvare of these limitations. “The essence of the nevv spirit and inspiration is serialized 
building production and standardization,” vvrote Zeki Sayar in the first issue of
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Fig. 4 .1 3 . Construction of the Sümerbank building, Ankara (1937). The photograph reflects the 
primitive conditions of the construction industry even for a building of this size and importance.

Mimar, something that would be possible oııly “when a strong and well-organized 
[source of] Capital ventures into this task.”58 He explained the benefits and efficiency 
of industrialized building production that would release the construction process 
from the constraints of seasonal vvorkers and laborious crafts. Elsevvhere in his argu- 
ments against prototype designs for school bııildings, he reiterated the belief that 
rather than authorizing Standard plans, regulations should standardize industrially 
produced building materials, components, and fixtures, leaving the designs to the Cre­
ative intervention of the architect.

Sayar’s longing for the establishment of standards for materials and vvorkmanship 
and for the rationalized organization of the building process remained largely unful- 
filled in Turkey ııntil well into the 1950s. The earlier history of modern architecture in 
the West, especially the important debates and initiatives to reform design education 
in conformity with the transition from crafts to industrial production, vvas con- 
spicuously absent in the Turkish context. Various arts and crafts movements in dif- 
ferent countries— the W erkstatte in Austria and the Kunstgeıverbe and W erkbund  in 
Germany— had no Turkish counterparts, and this has been the single most important 
handicap of Turkish modernism. N ot only were the primary materials of reinforced 
concrete construction imported, but also skilled vvorkmanship in casting and pouring 
concrete, assembling imported components and fixtures on site, and using new con­
struction machinery vvas extremely scarce at best. Construction photographs of 
M artin Elsaesser’s Sümerbank headquarters building in Ankara (1937), one of the



majör nationalist state monuments of the 1930s, shows how primitive the building 
process vvas, even in the case of a majör public building of this scale and importance 

(fig. 4.13).
One highly publicized attempt to remedy the vvorkmanship situation vvas the 

establishment of the Building Trade School (Amele Mektebi) in Ankara in 1932.59 
Students vvere admitted after elementary school and received four-year training in the 
four majör branches of the traditional crafts: masonry (including brick-laying), car- 
pentry (including vvoodworking), plastering, and stonecutting (fig. 4.14). The cur- 
riculum included some theory (math, accounting, and technical sııbjects), dravving, 
model making, and full-scale demonstrations. It vvas conceived as a boarding school 
vvith a full range of facilities (dormitories, dining hail, health çenter, and sports), and 
there vvas an emphasis on military discipline and cleanliness. As the director of the 
school proudly explained in 1938, the graduating young men vvere in high demand, 
“alleviating the ongoing dependence on Hııngarian and Bulgarian craftsmen, vvhich 
had been particularly vvidespread during the construction of Ankara in the early 
1930s.”60 Hovvever, the dependence on Hııngarian and Bulgarian craftsmen vvas not 
completely eliminated during the early republican period. In fact, a year after the 
director of the school gave this intervievv, a Hııngarian craftsman vvas appointed to 
the faculty of the school to train Turkish masons and bricklayers.61

Builders trained in this school vvere employed in the construction of important 
public buildings of the late 1930s, including Bruno Taut’s Faculty of Humanities 
building (1938) (see fig. 2.9). The demonstration exhibition of the Building Trade 
School vvas featııred in A rkitekt, vvhich praised the school’s program as an important 
step tovvard “responding to the modern architect’s need for qualified vvorkmen vvho 
can read architects’ dravvings, understaııd the details and specificatioııs, and apply 
them correctly.”62 Ultimately, hovvever, the school vvas inadequate to nıeet the grovving 
demand, and its focus on traditional crafts left the problem of vvorkmanship in reiıı- 
forced coııcrete and nevv materials stili unaddressed.

The aesthetic discourse of the Nevv Architecture in Turkey is itself a testimony to 
the limitations of the building industry. In most of the “modern” buildings, the use of 
reinforced concrete vvas limited to the structure, the floor slabs, and the cantilevers, 
vvith infill vvalls in brick and sometimes stone. The openings vvere small, the vvooden 
door and vvindovv frames vvere cumbersome and thick, and the overall formal expres- 
sion vvas heavy. Fiat roofs vvere technically problematical (as they vvere in many other 
parts of the vvorld in non-Mediterranean climates), and in many cases they vvere later 
covered över vvith a pitched tile roof. Except in some unbııilt projects (see fig. 5.17), 
the canonic aesthetic of the Modern Movement— large glass vvalls, long horizontal 
vvindovvs, free plans vvith lighter and more transparent construction— vvere simply 
impossible vvith the available materials and vvorkmanship. The modern forms of 
buildings in Turkey in the 1930s vvere neither simple extensions of the European 
Modern Movement nor “logical consequences” of the nevv materials and construction



Fig. 4 .1 4 . Training vvorkers in masonry (top) and brick-laying (bottom) at the nevvly established 
BuildingTrade School in Ankara, vvhich started its program in 1932. Photographs circa 1938.



techniques of the industrial age that vvere supposed to determine these forms. They 
vvere largely representations of an imported modernity vvithout the industrial, insti- 
tutional, and economic transformations of building production that made modern 
architecture possible and plausible in Europe. Hence, vvhile “looking like” modernist 
vvork from European countries, they inevitably embodied local constructional con- 
straints as vvell as the background, cultural visions, and aesthetic choices of individ- 
ual designers.

Moreover, by 1939 the initially exalted representational function of modernism  
had largely fulfilled its “revolutionary” mission, and the Nevv Architecture vvas 
becoming increasingly suspect on both pragmatic and ideological grounds. The 
increased scarcity and speculative high cost of imported building materials due to the 
effects of World War II aggravated the difficulties of building modern. The import- 
dependent construction in reiııforced concrete was criticized in favor of local m ateri­
als and traditional construction techniques in vvood, brick, and stone. Combined vvith 
rising nationalism after Atatürk’s death in 1938, the aesthetic discourse of the Nevv 
Architecture vvas gradually traıısformed in vvays that vvill be explored in chapter 6.



5 -

Living Modern

CUBİC HOUSES AND APARTMENTS

Hakkı Bey took the lead in the idea of the house as in any other matter and 
showed the first example of the cubic. The first house vvith glass corners, 
lacquered doors, and punctured ceilings that accommodated hidden elec- 
trical installations belonged to him. [He] took a hidden pride in this. 
Especially on days vvhen he first showed off the rooms and halis, furnished 
according to the illustrations in the latest exhibition catalogs from Paris or 
Berlin, he vvas like a child delighted över his new outfits. Couches like den- 
tists' chairs, seats like operation tables, sofas resembling the interiors of 
automobiles, octagonal tables, closets like grain storage bins, display vvin- 
dows . . . naked vvalls, naked floors. . . and a clinical gloss on everything.

— Yakup Kadri Karaosmanoğlu, Ankara, 19341

T h e  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n  o f  upper-class domestic culture and family 
life along Eııropean models predated the Westernizing reforms of the Kemalist repub­
lic by at least half a century. Eııropean (and more specifically French) culture, table 
manners, tastes, and bourgeois decorum had penetrated the houses of Istanbul’s com- 
mercial and bureaucratic elite from the Tanzimat reforms of 1839 onvvard. The 
“Europeanization” of educated Ottoman bureaucrats, intellectuals, and officers, and 
the manifestation of this in the way they lived, dressed, furnished their houses, and 
appeared in public, has been a majör literary and cultural trope of Turkish modern- 
ization.2 In many cases, the interiors of upper-class houses of the late Ottoman 
Empire vvere a highly cosmopolitan mix of cultures and tastes. They reflected, for 
example, the cluttered coexistence of Parisian dressing tables and mirrors vvith orien- 
tal carpets and handcrafted, mother-of-pearl-inlaid and geometrically decorated 
“Islamic” furniture. Paul Dumont’s reconstruction of the daily life of Said Bey, a typ- 
ical Europeanized Ottoman bureaucrat of the late nineteenth century, through the



latter’s own documents and notes gives us a vivid picture of the domestic interior in 
this period. The contents of Said Bey’s house in the Aksaray district of İstanbul are 
described as follovvs:

The modern and Occidental was intimately intermingled in it with the traditional furniture of 
the Turkish house. For instance, in 1902, Said Bey was in the process of paying for a blue 
stonevvare stove, probably imported from France. But at the same time we note that he is pur- 
chasing a brazier (mangal) and a kind of little charcoal stove [maltız). We also know that his 
house contained a mass of Turkish style sofas, but simııltaneously we find among the purchases 
made by Said Bey several large canapes, armchairs, chairs, a pier-table, a Eııropean bed (kar­
yola) and also a sevving machine, a phonograph, a telescope, and many other objects such as 
cases, chandeliers ete. ali aiming to give the house a Eııropean style. The most prestigious piece 
of furniture of the family, purehased in 1902, was a piano, a perfect syınbol of adherence to 
Western valııes.-’

Deeper and more significant than the acqııisition of new tastes, habits, and fur- 
nishings, however, vvere the beginnings of important social and cultural transforma- 
tions affeeting the private sphere. As Cem Behar and Alain Dııbeıı have shovvn in their 
extensive stııdy of İstanbul households on the eve of the republican period,4 Eııropean 
concepts of family, marriage, and domesticity had entered ııpper-class life in Turkey 
around the tıırn of the century. M ost significantly, an emerging trend had appeared 
tovvard the “demoeratization of the family,” vvith a nevv emphasis on the conjugal 
coııple as companions and a nevv interest in the health and upbringing of children. 
Behar and Duben considered these changes betvveen 1880 and 1940 to have been a 
majör component of the “civilizational shift” in Tıırkey:

The povvcrful social forces which transformed a great Islamic empire into a secular republic 
also reverberated in the rhythms of ordinary family life. The family, marriage, vvomen, children 
and the ımındane, taken-for-granted routines of daily domestic life became focal points in the 
great drama of political and cultural transformation then taking place. Though the “big 
stakes” vvere to be played out in the political arena, it vvas at home that the revolution vvas to 
be lived in ali its prosaic glory.5

In a situation unique among contemporary Müslim societies, transformations in 
conceptions of the family and the house, inereasing criticism of polygamy and ar- 
ranged marriages, and nevv efforts to improve vvomen’s education and entry into the 
vvorkforce vvere important elements of Turkish modernization even before the repub­
lic. By 1923, when the republic vvas proelaimed, the demişe of the traditional extend- 
ed family in favor of smaller households was already a fact of life in İstanbul 
(although extended family ties have never completely vvaned in Turkey). Prevailing 
concepts of residential space vvere being revised accordingly, and the traditional 
gender-based barem lik-selam lık  (vvomen’s and men’s quarters) divisions of space were 
already disappearing from the homes of the better off. The old vvooden kon aks  (large,



single-family houses) within gardens— those centuries-old cultural icons of tradition­
al Turkish Wohnkultur, or domestic culture— vvere no longer adequate to represent 
the aspirations of a Westernized İstanbul elite in the late empire.

In other words, as Behar and Duben remind us, modernized— that is, 
Westernized— lifestyles and small nuclear families did not appear suddenly with the 
republican reforms; the reforms merely coincided vvith societal changes already under 
vvay in Turkey.6 What distinguished the early republican period from the preceding era 
vvas the radicalness, the totalizing character, and the strong ideological charge of the 
Kemalist “civilizational shift” tovvard a thoroughly Westernized, modern, and secıılar 
society. As I mentioned in chapter 2, the status and image of vvomen were Central to 
this project, and important institutional changes vvere initiated on this front. The 
1926 civil code established the legal framevvork for abolishing polygamy and giving 
vvomen the right to initiate divorce, inherit property, and seek education and profes­
sional careers. Effectively, the 1926 reform extended the Westernizing agenda of the 
state into family life and private space. Nilüfer Göle argues that Kemalisin vvas unique 
among comparable political movements precisely because “it [vvas] the only one that 
interfered vvith family law, the sphere most resistant to Westernization” and, in the 
case of Mııslim societies, the sphere symbolized by the veiling and segregation of 

vvomen.7
Under republican ideology, the nevv conceptions of family, marriage, and child 

rearing that had been spreading since the Young Turk era vvere articıılated in exclu- 
sively Westernized formal expressions, claiming a radical break vvith what preceded 
them. Architecture and interior design vvere, by their natııre, integral aspects of this 
agenda: the making of a nevv, modern, and Western domestic cultııre became a Cen­

tral preoccupation of the 1930s. The very idea of “home” in the larger context of 
modern urban life vvas presented as a republican concept par excellence. One recur- 
rent line of argument vvas that under the Ottoman Empire, the vvars and expeditions 
of the sultans deprived the people of stable and settled lives. According to a popular 
magazine in 1938, an evidence of this predicament vvas the ephemerality of the mate­
rials used in residential architecture, such as vvood in tovvns and cities and mud brick 
in villages. “Having decided to eternally inhabit these lands,” the article said vvith 
pride, “the Turkish nation is novv building her houses in stone and concrete” and 
beginning to learn the idea of what makes a dvvelling: “For the European, the house 
is a special and private place reflecting his individuality. In our country, the idea of the 
house is barely beginning to emerge as a special institution and organization follovv- 
ing this higher [European] level of civilization. Like many other good things in life, 
the Turkish citizen is getting to knovv the idea of the house only novv, in the republi­
can period.”8

Throughout the 1930s, the vvords “modern” (m odern ) and “contem porary” (asri) 
vvere used synonymously to designate ali the novelty, progressiveness, and desirable 
qualities of the nevv culture of living in modern houses and apartments. As the image 
of the small nuclear family (vvith a vvorking husband and father, an enlightened vvife



and mother, and their healthy child or children) vvas elevated to a national ideal, the 
physical space of the home, too, was represented in a more unequivocally modern 
(read Western) expression. This modern W ohnkultur vvas almost invariably juxta- 
posed vvith what architects depicted as the contrasting image of the “kon ak  and köşk  
life in vvhich mothers, fathers, daughters, and sons-in-law ali lived together.”9 As the 
architect Behçet Ünsal put it, lifestyles vvere changing, and “our large vvooden houses 
vvith spacious sofas  [halis] are no longer appropriate.”10 To be truly modern, Turkey 
could not be left behind the imperatives of the times, and the transformation had to 
begin at home.

The private dvvelling and daily life of Said Bey, our typical turn-of-the-century 
Ottoman bureaucrat, displayed a fascinating blend of Western ways vvith old cus- 
toms, habits, and domestic objects. By contrast, the nevv bureaucrat of the 1930s, 
Hakkı Bey— the character in Yakup Kadri Karaosmanoğlu’s classic novel A nkara  
(1934)— epitomized the total Westernization of lifestyles for vvhich modern architec­
ture vvas both a Container and a povverful statement. In the novel, Hakkı Bey com- 
missions one of the fîrst “cubic houses” and furnishes it vvith abstract, geometric 
fıırniture of metal and glass, reflecting the latest trends in European modernism. The 
difference betvveen Said Bey’s domestic setting and Hakkı Bey’s symbolically repre- 
sents the nevv ideological charge acquired by architecture and interior design in the 
transition from empire to republic. Architecture vvas an “agent of civilization” not 
only in the public space of the nation, as vve have seen in previous chapters, but also 
in the most intimate domestic space of the family.

The emerging architectural profession seized this opportunity vvith enthıısiasm. 
Through the design of houses and interiors, people’s existing habits, lifestyles, and 
worldviews could be transformed along the precepts of Kemalisin, and in the process, 
the status and legitimacy of architects vvould be greatly enhanced. While they criti- 
cized the commissioning of majör public bııildings to their European teachers and 
colleagues, Turkish designers claimed residential architecture as their primary terri- 
tory. They referred extensively to the modernist discourse on issues of dvvelling and 
housing that dominated European architectural culture in the interwar period. In 
their vvritings, they presented the provision of adequate and well-designed housing as 
the central problem of modern, industrial societies and advocated the rationalization 
of designs and production methods follovving European examples.

A big gap existed, hovvever, between imported theory and the realities of early 
republican Turkey. The poor state of the building industry, the absence of an auto- 
nomoııs bourgeoisie and a strong private sector, and the priority that the state placed 
on public bııildings and nationalist policies rather than on housing and the vvelfare of 
individual citizens ali contributed to the frustration of architects’ ideals. As Ihsan 
Bilgin rightly observes, until the 1950s houses vvere built in Turkey as a result of either 
limited, singular architect-client relationships or special state or philanthropic initia- 
tives in response to the housing needs of a specific group, such as government employ- 
ees.11 In either case, the dvvelling vvas not an anonymous commodity produced vvithin



the market mechanisms of a modern society. In this sense, even when houses had a 
“modern” appearance and suggested “modern” lifestyles, they did not represent a 
social and historical “modernity.”

The primacy of exterior form was nowhere as evident as in the “cubic house” and 
“cubic apartm ent,” examples of vvhich proliferated in the 1930s as visual markers of 
thoroughly transformed, Westernized, and secularized lifestyles until the nationalist 
criticism of such lifestyles began in the late 1930s. W hat follovvs in this chapter is an 
account of how architects sought to tackle the issue of the modern house vvithin the 
cultural, professional, and technological context of the Kemalist revolution.

Images of Modern Domestic Life

T h e  r e p u b l i c a n  d i s c o u r s e  on the modern house vvas, before every- 
thing else, an extension of the nationalist emphasis on the nuclear family, especially 
on motherhood as a national duty and the family home as the sacred space or 
“hearth” of national regeneration. Marriage vvas encouraged and exalted in contem­
porary publications,12 and the rearing of healthy, robust children vvas idealized into a 
patriotic theme. Parallels betvveen the republican discourse of the 1930s and the 
“nationalization of vvomen” in Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany are hard to miss.B 
Especially in Italy, vvhich Turkish architects looked upon as a model, the architectur­
al discourse on the modern house went hand in hand vvith the idealization of m ar­
riage and motherhood under fascism.14 Like their counterparts in Italy, Turkish 
popular publications presented modern, hygienic, and rationally planned homes as 
the breeding ground of a youthful, healthy, and patriotic nation. The single-family 
dvvelling became an instrument of the republican project as nationalist publications 
propagated the idea that “the need for a healthy living and healthy body is not an 
individualistic concern but a social and national need.” 15

In vvhat is an apparent paradox in the Kemalist claim to having “liberated” 
Turkish vvomen from the yoke of tradition, the idealized irnage of the Turkish vvoman 
remained that of an enlightened wife, mother, and companion vvhose vvorld vvas cen- 
tered on the home. At the same time that vvomen made their much-publicized and cel- 
ebrated appearances in public life, public space, and varied professions, many 
prominent republican intellectuals scorned the idea of a vvoman’s life being centered 
in the vvorkplace, outside the home. In a series of essays on the ideal “modern Turkish 
vvoman,” Peyami Safa criticized the overconfident “masculinized” vvoman for both her 
appearance and her mentality.16 Though he emphasized the need “to open vvide the 
vvindovvs of the house and the mind of the Turkish girl to the outside, to nature and 
to society,” he nonetheless added:

Some fools talk as if the Turkish revolution intends to move the Turkish girl’s çenter of opera- 
tion [karargah] from home to the Street. They talk as if hatred of family, hatred of marriage,



and hatred of children are the primary features of modern sensibility. . . . From time irame- 
morial, every vvoman’s çenter of operation has been her home: so will it be for the modern 
Turkish girl and vvoman. Through sun, air, books, and radio, this çenter, this home, will 
be flooded vvith ali the amenities, interests, and excitement of both nature and the society 
outside. 17

Similarly, Hüseyin Cahit Yalçın celebrated the woman as “a homemaker” above 
ali and lamented the loss of femininity when some women became aggressively com- 
petitive vvith men in professional careers outside the home. At the same time, he 
desired the modern Turkish vvoman to be “a homemaker who is also a socialite, a 
friend, companion, and lover for the husband,” different from the uneducated and 
traditional Ottoman vvoman of the past.18 It is important to note that this empha- 
sis on companionship vvas a nevv and progressive S t a n d a r d  for its time, encouraged 
and vvelcomed by many educated Turkish men and vvomen alike. “Beauty and vanity 
should go hand in hand with homemaking,” Hüseyin Cahit Yalçın vvrote, “and both 
are in the service of making the vvoman a companion and lover for her husband vvith- 
in the family nest. The vvoman’s personality and being can be complete only when she 
is elevated  [ıııy emphasis] to this much-deserved status in family life.” 19 This is an 
important nııance frequently overlooked in critical commentaries on the othervvise 
patriarchal nature of the republican view of modern vvomen and domesticity.

While Kemalist vvomen took pride in their nevvly acquired legal rights and public 
visibility outside the home, there is also evidence that many of them embraced this 
nevv image of the home-bound vvife-companion vvith enthusiasm. That “they volıın- 
tarily preferred it to vvorking outside the home” probably says more about the vievvs 
of male commentators in republican magazines than about the actual preferences of 
vvomen themselves.20 Nonetheless, the concept of vvoman as homemaker vvas articu- 
lated in terms of the most progressive ideas of the time. The idealized image of the 
“family nest” (aile yuvası), as it vvas often called, vvas that of a beaııtiful, comfortable, 
simple, and practical modern house, tastefully and economically arranged by the 
vvife’s skills as a homemaker. It vvas a “warm refuge” for the husband who, after C o r n ­

ing home from work, “could dine on the terrace vvith [his] elegant wife and beaııtiful 
child,” as it vvas described in a family magazine featuring a model design (vvith plan 
and perspectives) for a “summer villa” (fig. 5.1).21

The education of girls in this direction— the making of young, educated, patriot- 
ic Kemalist vvomen vvho vvould be enlightened vvives and mothers— vvas one of the 
highest priorities of the regime. It gave modern Turkey one of the most paradigmatic 
institutions of republican history: the girls’ institutes (kız enstitüleri) established by 
the Ministry of Education in 1928—1929 and mostly housed in buildings vvith a mod­
ernist aesthetic (see chapter 2). The curricula of the girls’ institutes combined the 
emphasis on “national culture” vvith a rigorous education in “scientific housevvork.” 
They vvere pioneers in the introduction of Taylorist principles to housevvork, and in 
the preparation of their curricula, Christine Frederick’s The N eıv H ousekeeping
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Fig. 5.1. "A Summer Villa," article published in the popular magazine Yenigürt (1930). Part of the 
text reads, "Here is a place of happiness: an economical, beautiful, and airy home. The bedroom 
gets plenty of sunlight, and as is vvell knovvn, where there is plenty of sunlight there one does not 
need a doctor. You can dine on the terrace vvith your elegant wife and beautiful child, and after 
dinner you can relax on the chaise-longue chatting vvith your wife."



(1913) vvas a frequently quoted source. Courses focused on the rational organization 
of domestic space and on appropriate vvork schedules to increase household efficien- 
cy and productivity.22 In the familiar “old versus new” format, contrasts vvere dravvn 
betvveen the “badly arranged kitchens” of traditional homes and the “properly ar- 
ranged” model kitchens demonstrated to students at the institutes.

This comparison betvveen the ineffîciency of the old ways and the enormous sav- 
ings in time and energy afforded by the rationally organized nevv kitchen vvas a Cen­

tral theme in the modernist architectural culture of the intervvar period in Europe. In 

Germany in 1929 it was made into a propaganda film for the Nevv Frankfurt socialist 
housing schemes of Ernst May, vvhich incorporated the ultra-efficient, laboratory-like 
“Frankfurter Kiiche” designed by Margarete Schiitte-Lihotzky (1897-1999).23 Schiitte- 
Lihotzky, who also vvrote the paradigmatic Rationalisierung im H ausbalt and intro- 
duced domestic Taylorism to Weimar Germany in the 1920s, vvas a majör link 
betvveen developments in Germany and the Turkish experiment vvith girls’ institutes. 
She vvorked for the Turkish Ministry of Education betvveen 1938 and 1940, designing 
prototype grade schools for Anatolian villages and an unbuilt project for an extension 
to the Girls’ Lycee in Ankara (see fig. 2 .17).24 Similarly, the prominent German archi­
tect Bruno Taut, vvho dedicated his book Die N eue W obnung: Die Frau Als Schöpferin  
(1925) to vvomen, vvorked for the Tıırkish Ministry of Education from 1936 until his 
death in 1938. In his book, Taut, too, advocated the rational planning of the house to 
save vvomen from the endless toil of cooking, cleaning, and vvashing that took place 
in traditional homes.25 Although neither Schiitte-Lihotzky nor Taut vvas acknovvl- 
edged by name in the popular magazines oriented tovvard vvomen, their ideas on the 
efficiency of a rationally planned domestic space made their vvay into these publica- 
tions (fig. 5.2).

Unlike the socialist Weimar experiments, hovvever, in vvhich the rationalization of 
the household vvas oriented primarily tovvard liberating vvomen into the vvorkforce, in 
Turkey the idea of a vvoman’s life being centered on the vvorkplace, outside the home, 
vvas stili anathema to republican ideology. The task of the girls’ institutes vvas not to 
qııestion vvomen’s primary vocation as homemakers but simply to make this vocation 
more “scientific” (fenni) and “contem porary” (asri). It is interesting to observe that in 
Turkey it vvas not the architects but vvomen themselves vvho first popularized the 
Taylorist ideas that inspired the modernist avant-garde in Europe in the 1920s. In the 
girls’ institutes, an entire generation of urban middle-class vvomen vvas educated in 
“rational methods” of cooking, cleaning, vvashing, ironing, sevving, and child rearing. 
They made daily, vveekly, and monthly schedules and follovved meticulous charts and 
timetables to organize the housevvork. They follovved “precise measurements rather 
than guessvvork” for their recipes, from vvhich they learned hovv to make European- 
style fruit pies, cakes, sauces, and souffles unknovvn in their mothers’ traditional 
cooking. Follovving time-and-motion studies, they learned the most efficient move- 
ments for dishvvashing and ironing, criticizing the dated methods of their mothers. 
Novvhere is the “old versus nevv” construct more evident than in the self-perception of
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F'g- 5.2. A modern kitchen from the 
"Home and Furniture" section of the pop­
ular republican vveekly Yedigün (1933). 
The layout and concept (top) display con- 
spicuous similarities to the rationalized, 
ultra-efficient, laboratory-like kitchen 
designs produced in Cermany by mod­
ernist architects, especially the famous 
"Frankfurt kitchen" of Margarete Schütte- 
Lihotzky (1929) (bottom).



F'g- 5.3. Cover of the first issue of Muhit, an "illustrated family magazine" (1928). Such popular 
publications vvere instrumental in disseminating images of modern, healthy, YVestern lifestyles for 
vvomen and family.



these young vvomen, whose new scientific outlook radically separated them from pre- 
vious generations. In her study of the girls’ institutes, Yael Navaro cites an essay sub- 
titled “Taylorism in Our H om es,” by a student at the İzmir Girls’ Institute who 
likened the “disorganized and dirty” kitchens of the old Ottoman home to a “village 
grocery store rather than a proper kitchen.” She contrasted it vvith the nevv Turkish 
home, in vvhich the neatly and rationally arranged kitchen displayed “calorie charts, 
timetables, and budget boards.”26

The role of popular family and vvomen’s magazines in promoting modern archi­
tecture vvas significant. They vvere the first to publish illustrated articles on modern 
concepts of domestic space, household efficiency and hygiene, modern lifestyles, and 
modern house design, even before Mimar, the professional joıırııal of architects, vvas 
launched in 1931. These articles and illustrations vvere often translated and adapted 
from Western magazines such as L ad ies’ H om e Journal, W om en’s H om e C om panion, 
and Scherl’s M agazine, and they appeared along vvith pages of fashion, recipes, and 
essays on table manners, scientific home management, and child rearing (fig. 5.3). 
Through these magazines, architecture and interior design assumed a pedagogical 
role as teachers of “civilized” lifestyles. Such “illustrated family magazines” (resimli 
aile m ecm uası), as they vvere called, including M uhit, Yedigün, Yenigün, M odern  
Türkiye M ecm uası, and Inkilap, often featured a special section on “contemporary 
homes” in vvhich the qııality of contemporariııess (asrilik) vvas elevated to a self- 
justifying and scientific ideal. These sectioııs included descriptions and drawings of 
model designs vvith plans and elevations, photographs of real buildings, and instrııc- 
tions on decorating and furnishing a modern home and living “in style.” For exam- 
ple, Muhit's architectural editör, Samih Saim, vvrote: “Home is one of the most 
important topics that a family magazine should deal vvith. At the same time, home is 
the quintessential topic of this century. Family leaders [aile reisi] vvho dream of a 
home often lack the necessary technical and esthetical information to realize these 
dreams. In this nevv page of our magazine, they vvill meet the architect every month 
and learn about beautiful, functional, healthy, and economic houses matching their 
budgets.”27

As early as 1929, in the aftermath of the completion of the canonic Villa Savoie, 
Le Corbusier’s vvork and ideas vvere popularized through these magazines (fig. 5 .4).28 
At about the same time that Müderris İsmail Hakkı made his historical and philo- 
sophical arguments for the appropriateness of “cubic architectııre” (see chapters 3 
and 4), M uhit introdııced “A Cubic House” in the “Practical, Economical, and 
Healthy Houses” section of the magazine (fig. 5 .4 ).29 Featured vvith the description, 
photographs, and plans of a house in Frankfurt designed by O tto Haesler, it vvas pre- 
sented as “a type of house that vvill be ıınfamiliar to the eyes of our readers, a type 
that vve do not yet encounter in our country.” The zeitgeist argument vvas captured in 
one sentence: “Today architecture has found its true meaning in cubic,"  vvrote Samih 
Saim, “vvhich, vvhile looking simple and plain, represents the entire aesthetic and sci­
entific progress of our age.” The “geometric plan” of the house vvas explained in
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Fig. 5.4. Introdııclion of the Modern Movement to Turkey through popular publications and 
illustrated family magazines. Left: A Corbusean villa featured as "The Contemporary Villa of 
Monsieur Jacques" in Muhit, 1929. Right: "A Cubic House," published in the "Practical, 
Economical, and Healthy Houses" pages of the same magazine, 1929.

exclusively funetionalist and rationalist terms, and its undecorated cubic aesthetic 
vvas presented as a manifestation of the character of coııcrete and Steel, “the only 
building materials sııitable for today.” The provision of “vvide windows, ample light 
and air, smooth and elean surfaces, [and] the absence of germ- and dust-gathering 
corners and details” was particularly emphasized to explain the healthy and hygienic 
character of the building.

“Cubic,” however, was by no means the only style promoted in these popular 
publications. It vvas only one among a vvide range of examples, from colonial 
American homes and German beim atstyle  cottages to “Mediterranean-style villas” 
vvith arcaded verandahs and loggias, ali featured as “modern, healthy, functional, and 
beautiful homes” (fig. 5 .5 ).30 About the same time M uhit promoted the “cubic house” 
cited above, it also published a villa in the “French modern style,” a house vvith Queen 
Anne features, and a number of “American homes” vvith shingles and vvood siding.31 
Even “a classic house”— a Georgian mansion— was published in 1931, showing how 
“even an old style can accommodate modern comfort and hygiene” (fig. 5 .5 ).’2
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Fig. 5.6. An "American villa" published in Yedigün (1 939). The openness, horizontally spread-out 
plan, and lavvn suggest an automobile-dependent suburban life.



Collectively these examples suggest that in the late 1920s and early 1930s, it vvas not 
so much architectural style but more the connotations of modern, Western-style liv­
ing that vvere promoted vvith these “model homes.” Their plurality of styles notvvith- 
standing, they ali represented nevv and Western concepts of family life and domestic 
culture that the republic idealized. This overt admiration of Western models vvould 
become increasingly problematic as nationalist sentiments took över tovvard the end 
of the 1930s. Stili, the appeal of European and American homes and lifestyles seems 
never to have diminished for these popular publications. As late as 1938-1939, 
Yedigün featured a series of “model American villas”— the quintessential suburban 
type of single-story homes vvith lavvns, patios, and garages (fig. 5 .6).33 Without a hint 
of irony, cost estimates vvere given for building them out of brick or vvood “in the 
vicinity of İstanbul.” Such model designs evoke a utopian vision of Turkey vvith sub­
urban middle-class lives, single-family dvvellings, and access to modern amenities such 
as cars and household appliances— a vision far removed from the realities of the 
country.

The highly popular and perhaps most characteristically “republican” magazine, 
Yedigün, consistently published model designs for modern homes thıoughout the 
1930s. Many of these vvere flat-roofed, boxy designs exhibiting the characteristic fea- 
tures of “cubic style” (kübik tarz), a term used descriptively and, for the most part, 
vvith positive connotations until the late 1930s. They ranged in size from minimal 
dvvellings like “a charming three-room box house” or a com pact two-story “city 
house” to a “large villa for big families vvith many guests” or a “five-room but very 
fıınctional villa” to be built vvithiıı a large garden.34 In every case, the estimated cost 
of the house vvas given, suggesting that these vvere indeed intended as models to be 
emulated by prospective ovvners. Occasionally, some critical commentary vvas added, 
as in the case of a “very modern and cubic villa” that had a large, L-shaped living 
floor, left open or minimally divided for kitchen, living, dining, stııdy, and music areas 
(fig. 5 .7).35 According to the magazine’s commentary, it “sacrificed the plan to aes­
thetic considerations,” and “vvhile stili beautiful and healthy, . . . had too fevv and 
rather small rooms.” Such comments, coupled vvith a closer analysis of the actual 
built examples in Turkey, suggest that although the flat roofs, vvide terraces, balconies, 
and boxy volumes of the “cubic style” vvere vvelcomed as expressions of modernity, 
this understanding of the “modern” vvas limited to a formal rather than a spatial def- 
inition of modern architecture. Nevv concepts of open plan, open kitchen, continuous 
space, and transparency betvveen layers of space vvere stili undigested by a W ohnkul- 
tur accustomed to thinking in terms of “rooms” and traditional concepts of privacy.

In 1936, Yedigün stated that from then on, in addition to publishing model 
designs taken from foreign publications, it vvould also feature designs by Turkish 
architects. Through 1938, model designs vvere “commissioned” [sipariş ed ild i) to one 
unnamed architect,36 and later they vvent to Emin Necip Uzman, a prominent re­
publican architect vvith a successful career mostly in residential design.37 Their 
model designs incorporated some features familiar to the lives of Turkish families,
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Fig. 5.7. A " modern villa" identified as "cubic style" and published in the "Your Dream Houses" 
section of Yedigün (1937). İt was praised for "large vvindovvs allowing ample ventilation" and the 
provision of a wide terrace that could be used for "sports and exercise." İt was criticized, however, 
because "there are too few rooms and the interior plan has been sacrificed for the beauty of the 
exterior."



Fig. 5.8. Designs for model homes "commissioned to a Turkish architect" by the popular weekly 
Yedigün in 1938. Left: A "mountain house" adapting the traditional central-hall plan type. Right: A 
"large suburban house vvith six rooms."

mitigating the conspicuous “foreignness” of the earlier examples taken from Western 
publications. M ost noticeable are the addition of a Turkish-style toilet (alaturka belâ) 
separate from the bathroom and the more rigid internal division of the house into 
separate rooms along a corridor or around a Central hail, or sofa, in the manner of 
traditional Turkish houses (fig. 5 .8 ) .İS While the exteriors stili displayed the leitmotifs 
of cubic— boxy aesthetic, cantilevers, terraces, often a single circular window (corre- 
sponding to the entrance or the bathroom)— the interiors addressed cultural priori- 
ties such as privacy, separate kitchen and pantry (kiler), and separation of the family 
living room from the more ceremonial guest room.

An interesting aspect of Emin Necip Uzman’s designs for Yedigün is their pro- 
grammatic definition for hypothetical but very specific client profiles and imagined 
lifestyles. “A four-room farm house,” “a five-room mountain retreat,” “a four-room  
village or resort house,” “a five-room urban house for an artist,” and “a six-room  
house for those living far from the city” are some examples of these carefully identi- 
fied designs (fig. 5 .9).39 This emphasis on the individuality of the family and the need 
for custom-designed homes was one of the majör devices architects employed in seek-



ing professional legitimacy. The implicit claim was that each modern family was 
unique in its needs for domestic space, and like the services of a family doctor, the 
services of a professional arehiteet could best fulfill those needs. At the same time, the 
designs published in Yediğim  reveal a lot about the images of modernity in the minds 
of the architects. With their hypothetical sites and approximate costs carefully speci- 
fied, these designs are evocative of a happily transformed modern Turkey in vvhich 
families built vveekend retreats or decided “to move out of the city” to the suburbs 
(sayfiye). The distaste for dense urban life, the idealization of the single-family 
dvvelling within a garden, and the conspicuous absence of higher-density residential 
types such as apartments, rovv houses, and multifamily blocks are important clues to 
the prevailing ideological elimate, about vvhich more will be said later.

The reduetion of civilization to “civility” and Western lifestyles and the strong 
pedagogical funetion of architecture and interior design in indııcing these habits and 
tastes come aeross strongly in the “contemporary homes” seetions of popular maga­
zines. For example, detailed instruetions were given on arranging furnitııre “in the 
manner of European and American homes,” vvith small side tables for tea or coffee, 
table lamps, curtains color-coordinated vvith upholstery, and so forth (fig. 5 .10).4(1 A

Ş eh ird en  u z a k  y a ş ıy a n la r a  6  o d a lı b ir  y u v a
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Fig. 5.9. Two model house designs by Emin Necip Uzman published in Yedigün in 1938. Left: "A 
six-room house for those living far from the city." Right: "A five-room urban house for an artist."



Fig. 5.10. A model interior from 
the "Interiors of Our Homes" 
page of Yedigün (1937), pro- 
moting light, modern, comfort- 
able, and convertible furniture. 
The caption över the photo- 
graph reads: "Novelty in com- 
fort: a room that can serve as 
living room, dining room, and 
bedroom."

1938 article in the popular monthly magazine M odern Türkiye M ecmuası talked 
about the importance of individual taste and attention to details like proper lighting 
above armchairs for reading, covered garbage cans for hygiene, and even “a beautiful 
bird cage.” Emphasizing the need to furnish different parts or rooms of the house 
vvith equal “care, affection, and attention to detail,” it lamented that “unfortunately, 
in our country, behind many vvell-presented guest rooms one can find dirty kitchens, 
untidy bathrooms, and deplorable bedrooms.” It was hoped that these habits would 
change “with the elevation of the social and civilizational level of the individual.” 41 
The general consensus was that architecture had a mission to fulfill in transforming 
the “civilizational level” of Turkish families.

Many of the interiors and furnishing ideas in these publications used the term 
“cubic furniture” (kübik eşya), vvhich designated the desirable qualities of modern 
movable furniture: practicality, lightness, ease of maintenance, simple geometric 
designs devoid of ornamentation, and so on. These were contrasted vvith the bulki- 
ness and superfluousness of period furniture in old houses. Particularly in the early 
1930s, at the height of the “civilizing mission” assumed by the profession, some 
Turkish architects also promoted the idea of “total design,” or Gesam kunstwerk. They 
vvanted every object and piece of furniture, from the chair to the pictures on the vvall
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or the flovvers in the vase, to be designed and arranged within a coherent modernist 
vision. In Yeni M im ari (1931), Celal Esat Arseven presented this idea about the nevv 
expansion of the architect’s sphere of involvement and responsibility:

Until novv architects neglected spatial needs like a small corner [in vvhich] to have coffee after 
dinner or a comfortable armchair vvith adequate reading light. It neglected to offer a place for 
the housevvife to do her sevving and watch the kitchen at the same time and playrooms vvith 
small chairs, tables, and furniture scaled down to the size of children. Novv ali of these are 
among the concerns of the architect. In addition to being an artist, doctor, economist, and 
organizer, today’s architect is expected to be a furniture designer as well.42

Aptullah Ziya’s important 1931 editorial in Mimar, vvhich voiced the technocrat- 
ic and social engineering overtones of the professional discourse (see chapter 4), 
focused particularly on the design of the domestic interior. This vvas a task at least as 
important as the design of the exterior of the house, he argued, because it reaffirmed 
the architect’s role as “an intellectual leader to guide our social life . . .  a thinker con- 
cerned vvith [our] living in comfort, hygiene, and healt:h.” 4, The perspective sketches 
accompanying Aptullah Ziya’s article depicted thoroughly Westernized interiors, geo- 
metric furniture designs and Baııhaus-inspired lighting fîxtures, and slick, glossy sur- 
faces (fig. 5.11). The piano, that inevitable symbol o f Westernization since the 
nineteenth century, adorned one corner of the living room-study. In reality, fevv repub­
lican interiors matched this image. In many cases, highly eclectic and ornamented fur­
niture crovvded the interiors of the most recent “cubic” houses of the 1930s (fig. 5.12). 
Photographs of interiors from the 1930s suggest that many families vvere unvvilling to 
dispense vvith their inherited furniture and family paraphernalia inside the house, 
even vvhen they moved to the nevv cubic villas. These interiors are in themselves sııb- 
jects for rich cultural analysis beyond the scope of this book. As much as they suggest 
some degree of resistance to the penetration of modern transformations to the interi­
or of the house, they also evoke Adolf Loos’s vvell-knovvn critique of “total design” 
(,gesam kunstw erk ) as an oppressive and interventionist idea of the architect’s that vio- 
lated the inevitably homely (beim lich) character of the domestic interior.

A fairly vivid picture of the Westernized aspiratioııs and domestic ideals of the 
period can be obtained from a number of recurring themes in the descriptions accom ­
panying model designs in magazines. One of them is a r  inordinate emphasis on nevv 
patterns of mixed-gender entertaining— tea or cocktail parties and especially dancing 
(fig. 5.13). The significance of ballroom dancing as a symbol of republican moderni­
ty is best captured by anecdotes of Atatiirk’s personal insistence on getting apprehen- 
sive Turkish vvomen to dance.44 Many descriptions o f model homes featured in 
popular magazines of the 1930s designated their spacious halis or salons, their vvide 
terraces, and their flat rooftops as possible dancing floors for appropriate occasions. 
These practices of mixed-gender dancing, entertaining, and drinking, promoted both 
socially and architecturally in the early 1930s, vvould soon become one of the most 
contentious aspects of republican modernization. They vvould come under increas-



Fig. 5 .1 1 . Sketch for a "modern study" by Aptullah Ziya, illustrating his essay "The Architect İnside 
the Building," published in the first issue of Mimar, the professional journal of Turkish architects 
(1931). The article promoted architects as design professionals who shaped not just the exteriors of 
houses but also the interiors, furniture, and details, giving form to modern aspirations and lifestyles. 
Fig. 5 .1 2 . Interior of a modern villa in Moda, İstanbul (mid-1930s), designed by Zeki Sayar. The tra­
ditional and crovvded interior with its period furniture contrasted vvith the plain and cubic mod­

ernist aesthetic of the exterior.



Fig. 5.13. Dancing as a symbol of republican modernity and VVesternization. Cover illustration 
of a 1938 issue of Yedigün.



ingly strong attack tovvard the end of the decade, this time as symbols of corrupt and 
decadent lives devoid of traditional Turkish values.

The theme of health and hygiene, perhaps the most celebrated qualities of the 
modern home, constituted another republican obsession. It also underscored the 
binary opposition set up between a discredited past and an idealized contemporari- 
ness (asrilik), as discussed in chapter 2. “Whereas moonlight reigned in the old hous­
es,” observed a popular magazine in 1930, “the rule of the sun is beginning in the 
glass-enclosed buildings of today. Our spiritual vvelfare is intimately connected to a 
house flooded vvith light, [equipped with] comfortable chairs and sofas, a garden to 
rest our tired eyes, and a bathroom devoid of illness-causing germs.”45 The “Beauti­
ful Homes” section of Yedigün (see fig. 5.2.5) featured photographs of recently bııilt 
examples of modern houses and made abundant references to the Corbusean themes 
of air, sun, ventilation, and greenery. Some of the captions read, “The purpose of the 
modern house is ample air and ample light,” “Ali three examples vve publish this week 
are generously sunlit incııbators of health,” and “Beautiful house means a home pen- 
etrated by ample air and light.” The paradigmatic republican critique of urban apart­
ments and congested living, in favor of single-family houses vvithin gardens (a critique 
vvith broader ideological dimensions that I discuss later), vvas also formulated in 
terms of health and hygiene. In an article titled “House vvithoııt a Garden: Man vvith- 
out Luııgs,” medical doctor Ali Rıdvan criticized dense urban apartments on health 
grounds. He advocated building on the green hi 11 s of the Bosporus in İstanbul, vvhich 
vvere stili empty and vvooded in the 1930s. He vvrote that “to imitate the land-saving 
dense high-rises of populous Westerıı metropolises in our spacious beautiful city is an 
ıınforgivable erime, not jııst in the name of art, but of health and hygiene. [While] 
modern families live in apartments in the narrovv, dark, and airless çenter of the city, 
the green hills of our vvonderful Bosporus are looking at each other in puzzlement.”4'1

The teehnieal aspects and modern amenities of the house vvere other comfort- 
related themes defining the ideal modern home and family life. Amenities such as hot 
vvater, heating systems, proper ventilation, electricity for lighting, and household 
appliances vvere seen as prestigious symbols of civilization and contemporariness (fig. 
5.14). Americans vvere particularly praised as pioneers in applying the latest teehnieal 
innovations to everyday lives and domestic settings. Built-in elosets “hidden in the 
vvall,” thoroughly electrified kitehens already fitted vvith ovens and refrigerators, and 
even “electrically heated and illuminated beds,” as Aptullah Ziya introduced in 
Mimar, vvere topics of fascination.47 The smooth, elean counter surfaces of modern 
kitehens vvere likened to those of “surgery rooms and clinics,” a clear perception of 
these as positive qualities rather than as marks of coldness and sterility as vvould be 
the case later in the decade. “In these ‘Tomorrovv’s Houses’ vvhich already exist in the 
U.S.,” vvrote one popular magazine, “electricity is turned into a masterful and docile 
servant. It svveeps and dusts the rooms, heats and cools the house, runs hot and cold 
vvater through the faucets, does the dishes and kitchen vvork, and illuminates every 
room vvith a soft, eye-relaxing light.”48 In short, the modern house vvas everything its
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Fig. 5 .1 4 . Technological amenities for a modern and comfortable domestic life: 1930s advertise- 
ments in Yedigün for electrical appliances (left) and refrigerators (right).

traditional counterpart was not: scientific, hygienic, economical, and, above ali, rep- 
resentative of the spirit of the nevv “machine age.”

Building the Modern House

T h e  i d e a  o f  imagining the modern nation through the design of the 
modern house vvas highly appealing to Turkish architects, vvho made this idea the cen- 
terpiece of their professional discourse. Without access to larger public commissions, 
vvhich typically vvent to German and Austrian architects, they focused their atteııtion 
almost exclusively on the “architecture of the house” (m esken mimarisi), as they 
called it. Modernist architects such as Seyfettin Arkan, Zeki Sayar, Abidin M ortaş, 
Aptullah Ziya, and Bekir İhsan (Ünal), among others, made their careers largely with 
residential vvork in the 1930s. The republican elite of higher bureaucrats, RPP nota- 
bles, prominent professionals, and vvealthy families of İstanbul and Ankara consti- 
tuted their primary clientele. Although in practice these privileged clients hired the 
architects directly in vvhat can be characterized as a traditional patronage relation-
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ship, architects’ theoretical writings highlighted the professional ideology of serving 
society at large. Populism being one of the six pillars of the republican regime, the 
democratic connotation of the modern dvvelling was a particularly appropriate theme 
to lend legitimacy to the profession. In a radio program, “Cubic Building and 
Com fort,” Behçet Ünsal presented the design of the house as “modern architecture” 
par excellence— the very embodiment of the demands and aspirations of modern life 
in democratic societies. He said: “The modern architecture of our age will be knovvn 
in art history as ‘the architecture of the house’ [m esken m im arisi]. This is not an aris- 
tocratic architecture. İt is a totally democratic architecture. The aim of modern archi­
tecture is to tıırn to the people and to satisfy their need for comfortable, economic, 
and beautiful houses.”49

Similarly, “the dvvelling is the most important qııestion of today,” vvrote Abidin 
M ortaş in 1936. “Until recently, houses were not the subject matter of architecture. 
Architects neglected the house, instead vvorking on monumental projects like 
mosques, churches, palaces, banks, and offices. Today’s architecture is directly and 
intimately involved vvith houses or, in other vvords, vvith the real substance of people’s 
lives.”50 Modern architecture, it vvas argued, with its avoidaııce of the superfhıous, the 
ornamental, and the exııberant, vvas the precise expressioıı of these democratic ideals. 
its basic principles of rationalism and functionalism vvere indifferent to and inde- 
pendent of class and vvealth. “Modern needs are the same for everyone,” said Behçet 
Ünsal. “Maximum beauty and comfort are as much desired in a vvorker’s house as in 

a large villa.”51
Upon closer scrııtiny, hovvever, it can be observed that differences of class and 

vvealth vvere not ııegated, bııt rather their visııal, symbolic, and ornamental expres- 
sions vvere banished in favor of the unified modernist aesthetic of the exterior. In the 
same way that the official ideology of Kemalisin subordinated class difference and 
conflict to the homogenizing and unifying ideal of the nation, many projects by 
republican architects concealed differences of size, budget, and client status behind 
the unified aesthetic and undecorated simplicity of the “cubic house.” In a series of 
“small house projects” published in M im ar in 1933, Bekir İhsan proposed small, tvvo- 
story, single-family houses for employees of the State Railroads (fig. 5 .15).52 In these 
projects, the house of a lower-rank employee and that of a supervisor shared similar 
formal features but differed in size. Two others, identified as the houses of an eııgineer 
and a security system supervisor vvorking for the State Railroads in Eskişehir, vvere 
variants of the same plan and the same cubic composition of boxes, cantilevers, cor- 
ner vvindovvs, and balconies.

The exterior aesthetics of the cubic boxes and asymmetrical compositions in 
Bekir İhsan’s proposals suggest affinities vvith Bauhaus experiments in Weimar 
Germany under Walter Gropius some ten years earlier— especially the standardized 
building blocks exhibited in 1923. On the other hand, the single-line sketch of the liv­
ing and dining room interior (fig. 5.15) is reminiscent of the interior sketches of 
Heinrich Tessenovv in Germany, a conservative modern architect and an advocate of
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(1933). Plan and axonomet- 
rics of a minimal type (top) 
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the middle class as the backbone of the German nation. Like Tessenovv’s interiors, 
Bekir İhsan’s sketch shovvs an aııstere simplicity of bare walls, light modern furniture, 
and little else. As in the German Heimatschutz movement to which Tessenovv 
belonged, simplicity, modesty, and practicality vvere made into national virtues in 
Bekir Ihsan’s vision.53 Indeed, throııghout the 1930s both the functionality and ration- 
alism of the socialist housing experiments and the antiboıırgeois sentimeııts, pop- 
ıılism, and middle-class emphasis of the nationalist Heimatschutz housing projects 
vvere important sources of inspiration for republican architects. They vvere interested 
in and informed about developments in Germany, the Kemalist regime’s primary ally 
in technical matters and national projects from the inception of the republic. As early 
as 1932, the “urbanist architect” Burhan Arif vvrote articles praising Ernst May’s 
vvork in Frankfurt and in other Siedlung programs.54 Celal Esat Arseven, too, referred 
to the Frankfurt experiments vvhen he preseııted the “housing cjuestion” as “the qııes- 
tion of human society’s happiness” (m esken m eselesi cem iyeti beşeriyettin saadeti 
meselesidir):

Today the consensus is that every individual in society has the right to live in a sunny, airy, corn- 
fortable, hygienic, and ecoııonıical lıoııse, and this is a feasible goal vvith coııtemporary means 
of construction. . . . Many Eııropean governments regard the housing cjııestion as a matter of 
government policy. They novv ımderstand the relationship betvveen the housing qucstion and 
the physical and moral health of a nation. Many municipalities have coııcentratcd their activ- 
ities upon the housing question. For sonıe years novv, the city of Frankfurt anı Maiıı has been 
building such healthy dvvellings vvith gardeııs. The proliferation of such experinıents in other 
countries vvill, vvithout doııbt, increase the vvell-being of the entire human society.55

Dııring the construction of Ankara as a modern Capital, there vvere some small- 
scale experiments vvith government hoıısing for employees of the State, such as the 198 
detached, single-story houses bııilt on a lot behind the Ministry of Health in 1925. 
The Bahçelievler Cooperative Housing Scheme (1934-1936) is a more paradigmatic 
example reflecting the general politics and limitations of the cooperative idea in early 
republican Tıırkey.56 Unlike examples from Weimar Germany and other socialist 
experiments in Eıırope, vvhere vvorkers’ housing and collective living vvere the driving 
ideas, Bahçelievler (literally “houses vvith gardens”) catered to the higher-ranking 
bııreaucrats of the State, providing individual, ovvner-occupied houses of higher stan- 
dards and cost. Although the “garden city” concept of Bahçelievler vvas initially part 
of Hermann Jansen’s master plan for Ankara, his proposal for more uniform rovvs of 
small houses along the streets vvas transformed in favor of detached, single-family vil- 
las vvithin gardens. As in other so-called cooperative housing projects in Turkey, the 
houses became the sole focus of attention, at the expense of communal areas and 
social facilities. Although some 22 housing cooperatives vvere established in Ankara 
betvveen 1935 and 1944, the number of cooperative homes actually built during this 
period vvas only 554, and the picture vvas much vvorse in other cities.57



After 1935, vvith the arrival of first Martin Wagner and then Bruno Taut a year 
later as teachers and consultants, Turkey could actually boast of hosting two of the 
key protagonists of the 1920s Weimar housing programs in Germany. Yet in spite of 
the presence of these two veterans of the GEHAG cooperative in Berlin, and in spite 
of architects’ emphasis on the democratic potential of the modern dvvelling, there 
were no significant experiments vvith large-scale, multi-unit housing schemes or vvith 
prefabricated, rationalized, and industrialized production processes. The fevv vvork- 
ers’ housing projects produced by Seyfi Arkan in the mid-1930s were exceptions rather 
than the norm, and even these projects employed rather conventional construction 
techniques. Arkan’s typological study of low-cost vvorkers’ houses for the city of 
Adana, published in A rkitekt  in 1936, shovvs a concern for minimal sizes, economy of 
construction, and appropriateness to the hot climate of this Southern city.58 His most 
important built work vvas a large housing project for vvorkers of the coal-mining 
industry in Kozlu, Zonguldak, in northvvestern Turkey (fig. 5.16). The layoııts of the 
housing scheme reflected the rational planning concepts of the German precedents: 
minimum dimensions for each type and the incorporation of facilities such as a 
school, a laundry, and a communal kitchen. Arkan’s scheme, hovvever, retained the prima- 
cy of the architectural object— the individual house— uıılike the 1920s seidlungen  of 
Frankfurt and Berlin, vvhere the individual units vvere completely incorporated into 
the rationality of the assembly. The anonymous housing blocks or rows of attached 
units in the German examples vvere replaced in Arkan’s scheme by the sublimated aes- 
thetic of the villa, albeit a miniaturized one, and the different sizes of these “villas” 
(for vvorkers and supervisors) reflected the social hierarchy of the community.

Meanvvhile, the architects’ own ideals regarding the modern villa remained 
ambiguous and even contradictory. While the simple, minimal dvvelling of the 
German Siedlungerı appealed to their republican populism and collectivist ideals, the 
Corbusean paradigm of the bourgeois villa remained an important source of aesthet- 
ic influence on Turklish architects. The cult status of Le Corbusier can easily be 
observed in projects such as Arif Hikmet’s design for a “villa project vvithin a garden” 
(fig. 5.17) or Emin Necip Uzman’s design for a villa in Karşıyaka, İzmir (fig. 5 .18), the 
latter almost replicating the Corbusian aesthetic of Villa Savoie. Almost invariably, an 
exclusive focus on the architectural object took precedence över larger questions of 
urbanism. Neither the published vvritings nor the built vvorks of architects suggest 
that there vvas any substantial engagement vvith issues of urbanism, the very sub- 
stance of the modernist ııtopia as it evolved in the West. Unlike the Hilbersheimer 
slab-block, for example, vvhich vvas inseparable from Ludvvig Hilbersheimer’s 1927 
vision of the Grossstadt, and unlike the Corbusean perimeter block, the meaning 
of vvhich vvas incomplete outside of Le Corbusier’s 1922 project for the “Ville 
Contemporaine,” the cubic house or apartment in Turkey vvas an isolated unit exist- 
ing on its own vvithout any larger urban vision. There were no visionary urban proj­
ects for an industrial Turkey or any significant experiments vvith urban types like 
perimeter blocks or row housing. A fevv unbuilt propositions published in A rkitekt



Fig. 5.16. Housing for 
coal miners in Kozlu, 
Zonguldak, by Seyfi 
Arkan (1936). Site plan 
and photograph of a 
model of typical vvorkers' 
units and the supervisor's 
house.
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Fig. 5.17. "A villa project 
vvith in a garden" by Arif 
Hikmet Holtay (1933), vvith 
flat roof, large glazed vvalls, 
and cantilevers. Fig. 5.18. "A 
villa in Karşıyaka" in İzmir by 
Emin Necip Uzman (1936), 
adopting the purist, modernist 
aesthetic of Le Corbusier: flat 
roof, pilotis, horizontal band 
vvindovvs, open plans, and 
free façades.



did offer interesting urbanistic statements, but in small and limited vvays. In 1933, for 
example, Seyfi Arkan designed a series of single-family houses for Ankara unified 
along the Street façade by high garden walls but stili retaining their detached charac­
ter inside the garden (fig. 5.19). In a 1934 proposal for low-income vvorkers’ row hous- 
ing in Unkapam, İstanbul, the architect Tahir Turan projected a more properly 
“row-house” scheme adopting the “Ankara cubic” style of Clemenz Holzmeister and 
repeating it along the Street (fig. 5.20). These vvere isolated design exercises, hovvever, 
vvith no significant impact on the predominant building practices of the 1930s.

The reasons for the absence of large-scale rationalized hoıısing production in 
Turkey rest not only in the inadequacy of the country’s material resources and the 
primitiveness of its building industry (see chapter 4) but also in the priorities, policies, 
and politics governing its architectural production. Although there were architects 
and planners vvithin the Ministry of Public Works vvho published reports on town 
plaııning, garden cities, zoning, ııeighborhood design, and hoıısing examples in 
Eıırope and the United States,59 the government did not act upon these models in aııy 
sııbstantial vvay. Specıılative real estate values in majör cities, the lack of compreheıı- 
sive plaııning and land appropriation policies, and the regime’s priority on public 
buildings, coupled vvith the nonexisteııce of a stroııg private sector to ıındertake lıous- 
ing developments, vvere as responsible for inhibiting mass hoıısing as vvas the lack of 
advaııced technology for serialized production. In the absence of ali of these, actııal 
bııilt examples of “modern houses” remained limited to custoın-designed and cııs- 
toııı-built villas and apartments for a haııdful of republican elites— the bııreaucrats, 
professionals, and military figures close to the regime. As Martin Wagner observed in 
1938, “the nevv residential buildings constructed in Turkish cities [vvere] not inteııded 
for the needy vvho constituted the majority of the population but for the vvealthy six 
percent.”6" The actııal number of houses bııilt in Turkey in 1928, vvhen a plaııning 
office (im ar müdürlüğü) vvas established and the hoıısing slıortage vvas acknovvledged, 
vvas 7,279.61 Ten years later, this number had increased only to 14,178— stili less than, 
for example, the 15,000 ııııits bııilt by the city of Frankfurt aloııe in the 1920s. The 
total number of houses bııilt in the entire early republican period (1923—1938) vvas 
73,279, vvhile the population of the country increased from 13.6 million in 1927 to 
17.8 million in 1940.62

The tvvo Standard types of early republican residential architecture vvere the sin­
gle-family house or villa in a garden and the urban “apartment building.” The term 
“apartment” needs further qualification; it had a very different meaning in the early 
republican period from vvhat it came to signify after the “flat ovvnership,” or condo- 
minium, legislation of 1965 (kat m ülkiyeti kanunu), vvhich marked the real boom in 
specıılative apartment building in Turkey.63 The more commonly used term in the 
1930s vvas “rental house” (kira evi), vvhich designated a multi-unit residential building 
vvith a single ovvner vvho rented out the units for revenue. Rental houses ranged in size 
from vvhat vvas essentially a large house comprising a fevv separate residential units to 
higher-rise urban apartments for vvhich the term “apartment building” is more appro-



A n k a r a  i ç i n  u c u z  a i l e  e v i  t i p l e r i
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Fig. 5.19. Project for 
"economical prototype family 
houses for Ankara" by Seyfi 
Arkan (1933). Fig. 5.20. 
Project for row houses by 
Tahir Turan (1934) shovving 
the influence of "Ankara 
cubic" on the façade articula- 
tion (see fig. 4.8).



priate. In most cases, these rental houses or apartments vvere commissioned to promi- 
nent architects, and the quality of design and construction vvas an important source 
of pride and prestige for the ovvner, vvhose name vvas typically given to the building. 
As a stylistic signifier, the term “cubic” vvas equally applicable to the single-family 
houses or villas and to the rental houses or urban apartments of the 1930s, most of 
them designed by modernist Turkish architects. Nevertheless, the ideal type or para- 
digm of the “cubic house” vvas alvvays the detached, single-family house or villa, 
vvhich vvas celebrated for its closeness to nature, sunlight, and healthy living— the 
qualities cherished in the modernist discoıırse of the 1930s.

During the construction of Ankara as a modern Capital, many modern villas vvere 
built in the nevv districts of Yenişehir and Çankaya for republican leaders close to 
the inner circle of Atatürk, vvho himself resided in the presidential residence on Çan­
kaya Hill (fig 5.21). The presidential residence, designed in 1930—1932 by Clemenz 
Holzmeister, and the first foreign embassy residences to be built in prime locations 
betvveen the presidential residence and the government complex belovv the hill came 
to define the ideals of modern residential architecture of the time. In 1933-1934, Seyfi 
Arkan vvon the competition for a highly prestigious commission to design the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs residence, a majör boost for the Turkish architects com- 
peting vvith their German and Austrian colleagııes. Though inevitably larger tlıan the 
typical single-family house, Arkan’s building can be seen as the paradigm of the mod­
ern villa (fig. 5.22). its vvide, cantilevered roof above a vvide terrace on the upper level, 
its cantilevered entrance canopy, covered colonnade, and plain rectangular façade 
compositions, and, on the interior, its large glazed surfaces and double-height spaces 
are particularly strong modernist features. Arkan designed most of the interior fin- 
ishing, details, and furniture as vvell, in high-quality materials and vvith utmost care, 
in vvhat vvas essentially one of the fevv opportuııities to demonstrate the architects’ 
commitment to the idea of G esam kunstıverk. Collectively, the presidential residence, 
embassy residences, and other Çankaya villas for republican dignitaries constituted 
the highest end of modern residential construction, made possible by the speci- 
fic political circumstances of legitimating Ankara as a modern Capital on a par vvith 
its Western coıınterparts. In June 1939, these “modern villas” vvere featured in a 
photo essay in La Turquie K em aliste as testimony to the modernity of the nevv nation 
(fig. 5.23).

In İstanbul it vvas primarily a vvealthy private clientele— professionals, business- 
men, and bureaucrats— that served as patrons of modern residential construction. In 
tvvo areas of the city, the fashionable villages along the Bosporus (Bebek and 
Arnavutköy in particular) and the nevvly developing suburbs on the Anatolian shores 
of the M armara Sea (M oda, Göztepe, Suadiye, and Erenköy in particular), modern 
villas proliferated in the 1930s. A pioneering example and the only significant resi­
dential vvork by a foreign architect vvas the Devres villa in Bebek by Ernst Egli (fig.
5.24). A boom in the construction of modern villas follovved this tvvo-story vvhite 
cubic villa vvith a flat roof and a vvide terrace vvith metal balcony railings overlooking



Fig. 5 .21 . The presidential residence on Çankaya Hill in Ankara (1930-1932), by Clemenz 
Holzmeister. Fig. 5 .22 . The Ministry of Foreign Affairs residence, Ankara (1933-1934), by Seyfi 

Arkan



Fig. 5 .23 . "The Villas 
of Ankara," a photo 
essay in La Turquie 

Kemaliste (1939) in 
praise of the nevv "gar- 
den city" houses built in 
the Southern extension 
of the national Capital.

the Bosporııs. In 1936 Yedigün introduced a “Beautifııl Houses” (güzel evler) section, 
publishing photographs of recently built examples, most of them in İstanbul (fig.
5.25). They vvere promoted as models of modern, healthy, Westernized living, in the 
hope that “they vvill not remain limited to İstanbul [and] such beautiful homes vvill 
proliferate in every corner of our country.”64Many of these single-family villas vvith- 
in gardens displayed cubic  features: the geometric, often asymmetrical composition 
of boxes, continuous vvindovv silis, wide balconies, and terraces vvith cantilevered 
canopies över them, many vvith Hat roofs and some vvith a rounded corner (see fig. 
4.10). Documented only in the 1930s isstıes of A rkitekt, most of these buildings 
vvere demolished in the 1950s and 1960s to make room for higher-rise speculative 
apartments.

The rental-house type (kira evi) vvas particularly suited to the specific historical 
circumstances of Ankara. In the first fevv years after Ankara vvas declared the seat of 
the nevv nationalist government, it vvas faced vvith a dramatic housing shortage, vvhich 
has been the topic of numerous novels, contemporary accounts, and foreign reports. 
For many of the nevv bureaucrats, civil servants, and staff of foreign embassies and



Fig. 5 .24 . Top: Villa for Ragıp 
Devres on the Bosporus, Bebek, 
İstanbul (1934), by Ernst Egli, as 
published in D er Baumeister,

1936. Bottom: A 1990s vievv of 

the villa.



Yurdumuzun her köşesini böyle güzel yuvalarla dolu görmek istiyoruz.
B irkaç haftadanberi neşretmekte ol­

duğumuz İstanbul ve civarının güzel ev 
fotoğrafları her tarafta alâka uyandır­
dı. Bunu bize gelen mektuplardan anlı­
yoruz ve halkımızın modern inşaata kar­

şı gösterdiği alâkayı da öğrenmiş olu­
yoruz. Şunu da söyliyelim ki bu nümu- 
neler yalnız İstanbul evlerine inhisar 
etmiyecektir. Güzel yurdumuzun her kö­
şesinden elde ettiğimiz yeni ve modern

ev nümunelerini bu sayfada neşre de­
vam edeceğiz. Bu münasebetle okuyu­
cularımızdan yeni ev yaptıranlardan bu 
sayfada neşredilmek üzere evlerinin re­
simlerini göndermelerini dileyoruz.

Fig. 5.25. "Beautiful Houses," a weekly page in Yedigün featuring photographs of nevv houses built 
in and around İstanbul. The caption on this example from 1936 reads, "W e  want to see such beau­
tiful homes proliferate in every corner of our country."



Fig. 5 .26. Example of a small rental house (kira evi) in Ankara by Bekir İhsan (late 1930s).

missions moving to Ankara in the late 1920s, accommodation had been a serious 
problem. Initially, their choices were limited to the houses of local residents in the 
“old city” around the citadel, some old-fashioned inns, and the historical Taşhan, the 
only decent hotel in early Ankara. After 1931, hovvever, the construction of rental 
houses in the newer sections of the city gained momentum, especially around the 
prestige axis, Atatürk Boulevard, and close to the ministries and government offices. 
The most prolifîc architect working in Ankara was Bekir İhsan, although Zeki Sayar, 
Seyfî Arkan, and other İstanbul architects also built rental houses there. As is seen in 
an example designed by Bekir İhsan (fig. 5.26), many vvere three-story buildings vvith 
one or two units on each floor. In spite of their modest scale, features such as separate 
service entrances, maids’ rooms, garages, and landscaped gardens suggest a particu­
lar income level and modern lifestyle for the tenants of these rental houses.

Other revenue-generating urban rental houses ovvned by private clients or by 
institutions such as the Children’s Protection Fund (Çocuk Esirgeme Kurumu) typi- 
cally had shops on the ground floor and a larger number of smaller units in four- or 
five-story buildings. Tvvo published examples from Ankara— the Mühendis Ragıp 
rental house by Bekir İhsan and a rental house for the Children’s Protection Fund (fig. 
5.27)— illustrate this type of mixed use. Their characteristically modernist formal fea­
tures vvere flat roofs, balconies vvith rounded corners, compositions of cubic volumes, 
differentiation of vertical circulation spaces on the exterior, and plain façades vvith



continuous bands of vvindovvs and/or corner vvindovvs.
In 1934, in an unusual practice, a competition vvas held 
for the Celal Bey apartment building in Yenişehir, and 
the entries, by many of the prominent Turkish archi­
tects, vvere published in M imar.65 The vvinning design, 
by Bekir İhsan, placed shops, a cafe, and a restaurant on 
the ground floor and arranged six units per floor in vvhat 
was described as “an efficient use of space, minimizing 
corridors and maximizing light” (fig. 5.28).

İn contrast vvith the novelty of apartments for Ankara, dense apartment living 
had been a familiar feature of urban life in İstanbul since at least the late nineteenth 
century, especially in the more Eııropeanized, cosmopolitan, and commercial districts 
of Galata, Pera, Taksim, and Şişli. Turn-of-the-century examples, often the vvork of 
Greek, Armenian, and Levantine architects, displayed the characteristic cosmopoli- 
tanism, stylistic eclecticism, and richness of the time, ranging from neoclassic to art 
nouveau. With their strong associations vvith the empire, hovvever, İstanbul apart­
ments became targets of ideological attacks by many republican intellectuals vvho glo- 
rified the small, single-family house as a national ideal against the corruption, 
cosmopolitanism, and unhealthiness of apartment living. Many authors vvrote about 
the malaise of greed, profit motive, and land speculation as having given rise to apart­
ment construction in İstanbul.66 In the context of the ideological confrontation be­
tvveen İstanbul and Ankara (see chapter 2), the latter vvas praised as “a pleasant nevv 
city consisting of small modern houses inside gardens” that, the nationalists argued, 
should serve as a model for “salvaging İstanbul from the malaise of apartments.”67

Fig. 5 .27. Rental house for 
the Children's Protection 
Fund by H. Hüsnü (mid- 
1930s). The ground floor was 
reserved for shops and busi- 
nesses for revenue generation.



Fig. 5 .2 8 . Competition project 
for a large apartment block in 
Ankara (1934) by Bekir İhsan. 

Dravvings of front and side 
elevations, ground floor vvith 
shops, and a typical floor 
plan vvith residential units.

A substantial number of “cubic apartments” vvere added to the eclectic repertoire 
of İstanbul apartment buildings in the 1930s. N ext to art nouveau or neoclassical 
façades, one could see the recognizable modernist aesthetic of rounded corners, hor- 
izontal lines of balconies and window silis, and, occasionally, circular windows as a 
leitmotif of 1930s modernisin (fig. 5 .29; also see fig. 4 .11). Stili knovvn by the names 
of their original owners, these apartments were among the most significant work of 
modernist Turkish architects who considered themselves pioneers in transforming the 
prevailing concepts of residential architecture as well as the lifestyles contained by 
it. M ost of the descriptions accompanying their published designs talked about the 
rational planning of the modern dvvelling, the functional arrangement of the rooms, 
the structural possibilities and constraints of reinforced concrete, the rational consid- 
erations of budget, materials, maintenance, and program, and so forth. Collectively, 
hovvever, these buildings represented a powerful aesthetic  discourse vvith recurring for­
mal features that bore testimony to the inadecjuacies of reducing form to functional 
and rational criteria, as I discussed in chapter 4. Rounded corners, typically attributed 
to the inspiration of the German architect Eric Mendelsohn, were an especially per- 
vasive aesthetic symbol of modernity.

Although İstanbul and Ankara remained the primary sites of cubic houses and 
apartments in the 1930s, other cities, such as İzmir, Adana, Kütahya, and Eskişehir, 
had their share of these nevv buildings (fig. 5.30). But in the absence of any large-scale 
public housing schemes or of an autonomous bourgeoisie to compose a large private
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Fig. 5 .29. Small apartment building 
in İstanbul vvith the characteristic 
modern aesthetic of the 1930s: 
rounded balconies, continuous win- 
dovv silis, and an asymmetrical 
entrance. Fig. 5. 30. Proliferation of 
"cubic apartments" outside Ankara 
and İstanbul in the 1930s: an anony- 
mous example from Kütahya in vvest- 
central Anatolia. Photograph from 
the 1990s.



clientele for architecture, cubic houses and apartments constituted a very small resi­
dential output relative to the size and population of the country. More significant vvas 
their symbolic charge— their direct association vvith republican ideology and modern 
lifestyles that, outside the republican circles of Ankara and the emerging national 
bourgeoisie in a fevv other cities, remained alien to the vast majority of the tradition­
al population. The prolific republican discourse and imagery on the cubic house and 
the modern lifestyle housed in it shoııld be vievved less as the expression of an accom- 
plished reality than as a statement about elite aspirations of the 1930s. By the late 
1930s, the fortunes of the term “cubic” vvere dramatically reversed in an increasingly 
nationalist elimate, parallel to nationalist attacks on the modernist avant-garde in 
Germany and other places. The term “cubic,” vvhich had been simply a stylistic sig- 
nifier in the early 1930s, acquired a negative connotation, and many modernist archi­
tects vvere put on the defensive, dissociating themselves from the term.

The "Cubic" Controversy
T h e  K e m a l i s t  p r o j e c t  of modernity had been profoundly ambigu- 

ous from its inception. Republican leaders vvanted to import Western forms, iııstitu- 
tions, and lifestyles vvithout importing the feelings of “alienation” and individual 
subjectivity that are Central to the experience of modernity. The idea of extending 
Westernizing and secularizing reforms into the private sphere— into family lavv and 
the physical space of the home— vvas a particularly bolci move and, by the same 
token, the most controversial one. The “cubic house,” as a signifier of a modern, 
Western, secular lifestyle, vvas at the çenter of such mixed feelings and heated debates 
even at the heyday of the Kemalist reforms. Perhaps the best-known literary represeıı- 
tatioıı of these ambiguous sentiments is Yakup Kadri Karaosmanoğlu’s deseription of 
a modern cubic interior in his 1934 novel A nkara, quoted at the opening of this chap- 
ter. What is most striking in that passage is how the same architectural qualities of 
shiny, hygienic sıırfaces and modern furniture (“couches like dentists’ chairs, seats like 
operation tables,” “a cliııical gloss on everything”) could be read as the indicators of 
progress and contemporariness idealized by Kemalism and simultaneously as the 
symptoms of alienation, coldııess, and sterility characterizing cosmopolitan moder­
nity in its most negative sense. Indeed, for the most part, republican ideology vvas 
vvilling to take modernism (and “cubic” as its stylistic expression) on board for its sci­
entific and progressive connotations but vvas deeply uneasy vvith its urban, cosmopol­
itan, and “iııternational” signifıers.

As captured by theorists of modernity from Georg Simmel to Marshall Berman,68 
the experience of modernity and modernist abstraetion in art and architecture by 
definition signifies an alienated consciousness, a detaehment of the individual from 
traditioıı, community, or nation, and a heightening of his sense of individuality. 
Therefore, despite ali its rhetorical emphasis on modernity, by placing the nation



Fig. 5.31. A late 1930s cartoon ridiculing 
"cubic architecture" and associating it vvith 
greedy and untrustvvorthy character. The cap- 
tion reads: "D id you hide the entrance of your 
building to make it 'cubic'? No, I did it so that 
my creditors would not be able to find it."

—  A p a r t ı m a n m  kap ıs ın ı  k ü b ik  o l ­
sun d iy e  m i  gizli y a p t ı r d ın ?

—  H a y ır ,  a la c a k l ı l a r  b u la m a s ın la r  
d iy e ! . . .

above the individual and the single-family home above the anonymity of apartment 
life in the modern metropolis, republican ideology vvas in essence profoundly anti- 
modern and antiurban. The “cubic apartments” of İstanbul came especially to re­
present alienated, unpatriotic, and foreign lifestyles— the despised “other” of the 
simplicity, nationalism, and idealism of Anatolian tovvns. It is fascinating to observe 
that in the later part of the 1930s, the same magazines that published model designs 
for cubic houses and furniture also published highly critical assessments of the values 
and lifestyles that this term came to represent. Cartoons and editorials drevv explicit 
associations betvveen “cubic architecture” and corrupt lifestyles directed by greed and 
profît motive that vvere deemed to be un-Turkish (fig. 5.31).

In 1939, Halide Edip Adıvar’s “great nationalist novel” Tatarcık  vvas serialized 
Yediğim . In the novel, a certain “cubic villa” (kü bik  palas), vvhich vvas illustrated for 
the magazine in a sketch by Münip Fehim (fig. 5.32), vvas described as follovvs: “This 
nevv building is the yalı of Mr. Sungur Balta. Built along the vvater’s edge, Kübik Palas 
attracts the eye and, according to some, disturbs it. its style, as evident from the name, 
is cubic. . . . It has ali sorts of arbitrary shapes, projections, and setbacks, and in the 
most unexpected places, strange balconies covered vvith glass. One gets the impression 
that the architect conceived this building during a fit of m alaria.”69

The last sentence, suggesting “cubic” to be a pathological phenomenon, came 
close to the nationalist attacks on avant-garde art in Germany at the time. It should 
be remembered that in the later half of the 1930s there vvere many Nazi sympathizers



Fig. 5.32. The notorious cubic villa (kübik palas) in Halide Edip Adıvar's "nationalist novel" 
Tatarcık— a building associated vvith the book's corrupt, cosmopolitan, and unpatriotic characters. 
Illustration by thegraphic artist Münip Fehim for Yedigün (1939), vvhich serialized the novel for its 
readers.

in Turkey, and ultranationalist publications like M illi Inkilap, edited by Cevat Rifat, 
published praise of the German National Socialists along vvith anti-Semitic editorials 
and cartoons.70 References to cubism as “a distorted art” (çarpık sanat) became in- 
creasingly common in popular publications,71 along vvith commentaries questioning 
vvhether it qualifîed as art at ali: “Cubism, which is a strange and ridiculous trend in 
art, has succeeded in proliferating in architecture. Aren’t cubic apartments and cubic 
furniture like an epidemic in our coııntry for the last ten or fifteen years? The expla- 
nation for the spread of this style rests in considerations of cheapness and practicali- 
ty rather than any indication of higher taste. Therefore the [cubic] issue has no 
relationship to Fine A rts.”72

Especially after the notorious exhibition by the Nazis ridiculing and condemning 
the modernist avant-garde as makers of “degenerate a rt” (Entartete Kunst, an exhibi­
don opened in Munich in 1937), echoes of similar sentiments could be found in 
Turkish publications. Even more mainstream nationalist republican intellectuals such



as Peyami Safa published criticisms of cubic art and architecture, condemning the 
individualistic excesses of the modernist avant-garde. In an editorial in Yedigün titled 
“Cubic in Turkey and Abroad,” he characterized “cubic” in painting and architecture 
as “an aggressive countercultural tendency, born out of postvvar hysteria and cut off 
from any ties to habit and tradition,” adding, hovvever, that it had already been left 
behind in Europe.73 In Turkey, he lamented, it was stili “a disease” more destructive 
than the fıres to vvhich the vvooden houses of İstanbul had succıımbed in the past. 
What is interesting in his criticism of the cubic apartment is his negative assessment 
of qualities such as minimal size, the flat roof, and ample sıınlight, vvhich vvere pre- 
cisely the same qualities hailed in architectural discourse as expressions of progress 
and efficiency. Peyami Safa vvrote: “In Turkey, cubic is the name of the squat, flat, 
formless apartment building vvith tiny rooms and lovv ceilings, constructed vvith cheap 
mortar, its vvooden parts damaged by an uncontrolled and uncalculated amoıınt of 

excess sıınlight.”74
The editorials of Hüseyin Cahit Yalçın in the same magazine vvere less despairing 

about the architectural properties of “cubic” than aboııt the larger and more pro- 
foıınd “homelessness” of modern living. Especially critical of apartments, he lament­
ed that “vve left behind oıır old hoııses, the repository of our family histories and 
memories, in exchange for the coııveniences of modern living affoıded by apart­
ments.”7'’ In 1937, in a nostalgic piece about old İstanbul, he observed: “Novv vve are 
bııilding cubic apartments and furnishing trııly alafranga salons. But none of these 
reflect a spirit or taste that is authentically oıırs, and the noble taste of the past is 
vvatching us vvith a broken heart from behind our old monuments and our old hous­
es vvithin gardens.”76

In another 1938 editorial, “House and Apartment,” he expressed the same senti- 
ments in vvhat can be seen as a profoıınd philosophical critiqııe of modernity, alien- 
ation, and placelessness vvithin the confines of an illııstrated popular magazine. “A 
society is not a machine and cannot be redııced to sheer materialism,” he vvrote. “We 
are destiııed to be miserable in those [nevv] apartments. Iıı this contemporary civiliza­
tion, apartments have tıırned us into nomads vvithout home and hearth.”77 Once 
again, reprodııciııg the prevailing republican ideological coııstruct, he vievved the 
apartment as an emblem of materialism and individualism, the antithesis of the 
small, single-family home— the idealized residential type, connected to the earth and 
associated vvith nationalism.

In this climate, modernist Turkish architects vvere placed on the defensive, and 
they justifed themselves by arguing on tvvo grounds. At the more immediate level, they 
acknovvledged the technical and architectural defıciencies of some nevv buildings, 
vvhich, they claimed, gave a bad name to “cubic” in the hands of incompetent 
builders. Reiterating their arguments for professional legitimacy and the importance 
of employing an architect for residential vvork at ali scales, they offered examples of 
rationally and functionally designed cubic houses elsevvhere in Europe. In his 1939



radio address, for example, after explaining how cubic vvas a product of “our machine 
age vvith its changes in mentality and lifestyle,” Behçet Ünsal said: “But alas, our 
cubic buildings do not look like contemporary examples elsevvhere, vvhich reflect the 
social changes of the nevv age. Our cubic buildings are merely caricatures resulting 
from the collaboration of mediocre builders vvith tasteless and profît-driven clients.”78 
In other words, the problem lay not in “cubic houses and apartments” but in how and 
by whom they were designed.

At a deeper theoretical level, they tried to dissociate modern architecture from the 
now discredited term “cubic,” the stylistic connotations of vvhich had alvvays made 
them uneasy. They explained how it vvas a mistake to equate “cubic” vvith a style and 
not see the majör social and technological transformations in society that prepared its 
emergence. “The purpose of the Nevv Architecture is not cııbism but rationalism,” 
vvrote Behçet Unsal in 1935, arguing that rationalism vvas a design principle or 
approach that did not prescribe particular forms.79 In his 1936 essay “Our Houses,” 
Abidiıı M ortaş vvrote that “modern architecture does not mean horizontal windows, 
flat surfaces, and vvide terraces. It is the most logical and aesthetically sophisticated 
solution to modern psychological and sociological needs.”8" In an important passage 
he suggested that modern architecture vvas formally indeterminate, acqııiring shape 
only in the specific circumstances at hand, thereby effectively ııegating the stylistic 
uniformity claimed by a more doctrinaire and canonic Modern Movement. “Examin- 
ing its best examples from different countries, one caıınot doubt that the Nevv 
Architecture displays different forms aııd qualities depending on the specific climate, 
traditions, lifestyles, and worldvicws of the country. The unity of technique and mate- 
rials caıınot, in itself, be a basis for the creation of an ‘international’ architecture. You 
cannot comfortably accommodate a German family in a Japanese house, or an 
Englishman in a Hungarian house.”81

This vvas, in essence, the primary argument upon vvhich modernist Turkish archi­
tects tried to reconcile modernism vvith nationalist cultural politics. Iıı this task they 
found iııvaluable support in the teachiııgs and outlook of their more conservative 
German and Central Europeaıı teachers and colleagues, vvho stood largely outside the 
official circles of CIAM and “international style.” Bruno Taııt, for example, com- 
pellingly argued that the idea of the modern Turkish house should be dissociated 
from “cubic” and allovved to follovv its ovvıı natural evolution. In 1938 he vvrote, “The 
nevv ‘Turkish house’ vvill be born only vvhen your architects free themselves from the 
fashioıı of ‘cubic architecture’ that has become a mainstream style everyvvhere. Only 
then vvill the progressive aspects of modern technique be applied vvith an open mind; 
climate vvill be considered before everything else, and in this way, without any self- 
conscious and contrived effort, sonıe characteristics of the old Turkish houses vvill be 
recaptured.”82

By the end of the 1930s there vvas much less talk of “harmonious composition of 
cubic volumes” or of flat roofs and rounded corners. Turkish architects (sometimes



the same ones who used these formal elements in their built work) deemphasized the 
stylistic dimension of modernism, focusing instead on its rationality and, by exten- 
sion, its inevitable compatibility vvith the Turkish quest for national expression. They 
argued that “modern architecture” vvas naturally and by definition a national archi­
tecture because it demanded the most rational response to the specific site, program, 
climate, and lifestyle of particular people in a particular locale. The larger political 
and ideological context vvithin which architects tried to “nationalize the modern,” 
and the different ways in which they approached this question, is the topic of the next 

chapter.



6
M i l l i  Mimari

NATIONALIZING THE MODERN

İn today's architecture, the trend is tovvard nationalism rather than interna- 
tionalism. Although the same nevv constructional concepts and elements 
are adopted by many different nations, vvhen it comes to ideals, they ali 
look for vvays of maintaining, developing, and expressing their ovvn identi- 
ties. Modern architecture in Germany is different from modern architecture 
in Italy, France, or the northern countries. . . . During the initial construc- 
tion of Ankara by foreign architects, the urgency of the task left no time to 
contemplate matters of style. İt is novv time to focus on the need for a 
"national architecture" [milli mimari] in Turkey.

— Sedad Hakkı Eldem, "M illi Mimari Meselesi," 19391

T h e  c r i t i q u e  o f  cubic apartments and the Westernized lifestyles 
associated with them was just one manifestation of a larger ideological perspective to 
which the leaders of the RPP and most republican intellectuals came to be fully com- 
mitted— namely, a nationalist view based on a double negation. As much as they 
rejected the country’s Ottoman and Islamic past as the “civilizational other” of the 
new nation, the image of a liberal, cosmopolitan, and individualistic Western society 
was equally threatening to their conception of a patriotic and homogeneous Turkish 
nation. Especially ıınder the circumstances of the late 1930s— with nationalism ram- 
pant everywhere in Europe and war looming on the horizon— the emphasis on nation­
alism became strong in ali aspects of life and culture in Turkey. The same popular 
publications and illustrated family magazines that published images of modern 
women and lifestyles on their covers came out with conspicuously more nationalistic 
and militaristic images in the late 1930s. As republican political discourse emphasized 
the difference (and superiority) of Kemalism from the ills of both capitalism and



socialism, republican cultural politics drew closer to the examples set by the National 
Socialists in Germany and the Fascists in Italy. In this climate, nationalist publications 
intensified their attacks on avant-garde, modernist, and internationalist currents in 
art, often with explicit admiration for the cultural politics of the National Socialists 
and Fascists. A heavy emphasis on the need for “Turkishness” in art and architecture 
replaced earlier preoccııpations with modernity and progress.

The question of a “national architecture” (milli mimari) was a complex and dif- 
ficult one, with no obvious stylistic ansvver. The very posing of this qııestion and its 
centrality in the architectural discourse of the late 1930s represent the end of what we 
might cali “the heroic period of early republican modernisin”— a closııre symbolical- 
ly marked by the death of Atatürk in 1938. This does not mean that architects aban- 
doned the rationalist and functionalist principles of modernisin or that they were any 
less influenced by what was going on in the architectural culture at large in Eıırope 
and the United States. Rather, at a time when nationalist sentiments and statist poli- 
cies were strong everywhere, they embarked ııpon a program of “nationalizing the 
m odern,” which meant showing the compatibility between Turkish bııilding tradi- 
tions and the rationalist precepts of modern architecture. Aesthetic canons of cııbic 
modernism were rejected in favor of either ırıore “regionalist” or more monumental 
and classicized forms. In architectural terms, this nationalism-driveıı interest in ver- 
nacular traditions and historical references resulted in highly original and ultimately 
more enduring individual works (such as the buildings and projects of Sedad Hakkı 
Eldem), the significance of which has been fıılly appreciated only recently. In larger 
ideological terms, hovvever, Turkish architects collectively contributed to the Identifi­
cation of “national architecture” with the nationalist ideology  of a povverful and 
authoritarian State. In the same way that they had embraced the “New Architecture” 
(Yeni M imari) as an expression of the Kemalist revolution, they now called for a 
“national architecture” (milli mimari) capable of representing the Kemalist program  
of tracing the historical roots of the Turks. The former embodied the future-oriented 
aspirations of the new nation; the latter emerged out of a desire to construct for it a 

deep-rooted historical identity.
If fascination with the technological and industrial icons of modernity constitut- 

ed the futuristic and utopian dimension of the Kemalist revolution, equally important 
was an archaic dimension through which Kemalism sought to legitimate the idea of a 
unified Turkish nation. Many historians and scholars of nationalism talk about the 
need for ali nationalist claims to ground themselves in some preexisting, pure, and 
timeless identity— a mythical origin in a remote past. “If nation-states are vvidely con- 
ceded to be ‘new’ and ‘historical,’” writes Benedict Anderson, “the nations to which 
they give political expression always loom out of an immemorial past and stili more 
important, glide into a limitless future.”2 In the same vein, Eric Hobsbawm points out 
how ali nationalisms, which are relatively new constructs in the long history of human 
society, nonetheless present themselves as ancient and timeless.3 Whereas Hobsbawm



considers nations and their associated rituals to be “invented traditions,” a term that 
suggests a process of simple fabrication, Anderson’s evocative term “imagined com ­
munities” suggests a more Creative process that accounts for the durability and power 
of nationalisms. Early republican history in Turkey offers ample evidence of the Cre­
ative zeal with which republican leaders, intellectuals, and artists imagined the nation 
through symbols, rituals, and spatial practices, including architecture. The message, 
to be conveyed through art, architecture, and ritual, was that the Turkish nation had 
existed from time immemorial, albeit in a latent state, and that the new republic was 
the political expression of this “national essence,” coming into self-consciousness 
under the leadership of Mustafa Kemal and the Republican People’s Party.

Having dissociated the country from its more recent Ottoman past, republican 
leaders focused on two alternative sources for Turkish identity and national essence. 
The first source was the early civilizations of Central Asia and pre-islamic Anatolia, 
where the archaic roots of the Turkic peoples and tribes before their assimilation into 
İslam were located. The second source was the vernacular language and culture of 
Asia Minör, the Anatolian heartland now seen as the repository of a timeless and 
authentic Turkish identity from which a national culture could be born. In this way, 
an unbroken historical continuity of the Turkish “race” was established betvveen pre- 
history and the present, spanning many empires, states, and geographical regions and 
culminating with the new republic in Anatolia. To this day, heroic figures in succes- 
sion from Attila the Hun and Tamerlane to the Ottom an sultans of the early and clas- 
sic periods are honored as “the ancestors of the Turks” with their pictures in 
schoolbooks and their busts in public parks.

On these ideological premises, the RPP undertook an active program of “imagin- 
ing” the Turkish nation, tracing its origins in the remote past and delineating the time­
less features that had survived in the present. This task was assigned to the three 
primary institutional extensions of the RPP: the People’s Houses (H alkevleri), the 
Turkish Historical Society (Türk Tarih Kurumu), and the Turkish Language Society 
(Türk Dil Kurumu).4 While the People’s Houses focused on the folk culture and ver­
nacular traditions of Anatolia, the historical society and the language society started 
a rigorous program of revvriting national history and, in most cases, propagating its 
originary myths. Art and architecture were once again important components of this 
monumental enterprise. Many of the classic studies addressing the question of what 
constitutes “Turkish a rt” and “Turkish architecture” were produced in the early 
republican period, setting the tone for subsequent scholarship. It would not be too far- 
fetched to suggest that the emergence of Turkish scholars on the scene and the estab- 
lishment of the history of art and architecture as a distinct discipline in Turkish 
academia were intimately connected to this republican project of mobilizing histori- 
ography for purposes of nation building. This is a vast topic in itself, beyond the scope 
of this book. The basic outlines of the project, hovvever, are addressed in the first part 
of this chapter because without this cultural and ideological context, it is impossible 
to situate the stylistic shifts in architecture in search of a national expression.



VVriting Nationalist History and Culture

A l t h o u g h  d i s c r e d i t e d  b y  subsequent scholarship, the ideologi- 
cally motivated “Turkish history thesis” (1932) and “sun language theory” (1936) 
proposed by the Türk Tarih Kurumu (TTK) and the Türk Dil Kurumu (TDK), respec- 
tively, had a majör impact on official views of history, culture, and archaeology in the 
1930s. Inspired by some eastern European ethnographers, linguists, and archaeolo- 
gists, the Turkish history thesis proposed that as a consequence of droughts and wars 
in prehistoric times, Turks had migrated to India, China, M esopotamia, Anatolia, 
and, Crossing the Ural Mountains, into Europe, carrying their civilization and dis- 
seminating it to diverse peoples. Thus, for example, it vvas postulated that the fîrst 
indigenous people of Anatolia, the Hittites, were in fact ancestors of Turks. Needless 
to say, this postulate conveniently reinforced Turkish claims to the land of Anatolia 
and made Turks the rightful inheritors of an ancient and advanced civilization. 
Similarly, the sun language theory, vvhich was launched during the First Turkish 
Language Congress in 1932, sought to establish pure Turkish as the primordial lan­
guage from vvhich ali other languages emerged. The affinities of Turkish to Sumerian 
and other prehistoric Aııatolian and Mesopotamian languages, as well as to other 
Ural-Altaic languages sııch as Finnish and Hungarian, were put forth in support of 
the theory. Collectively, by locating the origin of ali civilization and of the white race 
in Central Asia, these theories not only traced the roots of the Turkish nation to an 
ancient cradle of civilization but also sought to establish a common ancestry betvveen 
the Turks and Western civilization.

From one angle, these theories, vvhich sought to provide “scientific” grounds for 
Turkish claims to be part of Europe and Western civilization, are interesting and illu- 
minating testimonies to the republic’s desire to contest Eurocentric and racist theories 
produced in the West. For example, it is a fact that until recently challenged by a 
younger generation of critical historians, traditional histories of the Ottoman Empire 
produced in Europe indeed portrayed “Turks” as complete “outsiders” to Western civ­
ilization and largely overlooked the real history of cultural intermixing över cen- 
turies.5 At the same time, hovvever, real historical complexity and cultural overlays 
were as absent from these nationalist republican theories as they were from the 
Eurocentric accounts of Western civilization. In a reverse form of racism (this time to 
demonstrate the superiority of the Turkic race), historical accuracy vvas subordinated 
to the ultimate ideological mission of establishing a remote ancestry for the Turkish 
people. Such a genealogy of Turks vvas used to legitimate their claims to nationhood 
in the tvventieth century and to enhance their sense of pride and belonging in the 
Anatolian heartland.

N ot unlike other nationalisms that have mobilized archaeology, philology, and 
museology in support of narrating and imagining the nation, the republican regime 
actively promoted archaeological excavations and the establishment of museums, 
claiming the prehistoric and pre-islamic heritage of Anatolia as national treasures.



Archaeological remains, ruins, wall reliefs, and artifacts dating from the Hittite, 
Urartu, Phrigian, and Lydian civilizations were exhibited in museums, published 
extensively in the pages of La Turguie Kem aliste, and disseminated in postcards and 
other official propaganda material (fîg. 6.1). Many of these archaeological motifs, 
such as lions, double-headed eagles, and Hittite sun courses, made their way into archi­
tecture and sculpture during the 1930s and afterward. Prehistoric Hittite emblems 
became the official mıınicipal symbols of republican Ankara, today a point of con- 
troversy betweeıı their Kemalist defenders and a growing Islamic movement that 
would prefer to replace these “pagan symbols” with religious Müslim ones such as the 

crescent and the dome.
The most significant outcome of this nationalist climate was the emergence of 

new perspectives, interpretations, and scholarship in the historiography of Turkish 
art and architecture. Extending the roots of Turkish art and architecture to prehis­
toric Central Asia and to other regions of Turkic presence, art historians adopted a 
much larger temporal and geographical continuum vvithin which the Ottoman period 
was only one episode rather than the paradigm. They elaborated two basic and inter- 
related arguments that to this day constitute the hard core of republican historiogra­
phy in Turkish art and architecture. The fırst was the argument that Turkish art and 
architecture had a ıınique, innovative, and evolving character distinct from other ori- 
ental and Islamic arts, and this unique character had been overlooked by orientalist 
European scholars. The second argument, following from the fırst, was that in terms 
of their strııcture, rationality, and capacity for historical evolution, Turkish art and 
architecture were closer to the evolution of Western art and architecture, the two tra- 
ditions connected by threads of common ancestry. While these arguments had their 
own nationalistic and essentialist biases, they nonetheless posed a challenge to the ori­
entalist and Eıırocentric biases of art historiography in the West. They contended that 
the grovvth of knowledge, documentation, and evidence on Turkish art and architec­
ture would eventually refute the orientalist-Eurocentric view of ali non-Western tra- 
ditions as “frozen” and incapable of historical evolution. With a much broader 
historical scope and theoretical boldness than their predecessors in the late empire 
(see chapter 1), republican architects and architectural historians soııght a niche for 
Turkish art and architecture vvithin the larger schema of vvorld architecture, tracing 
their historical evolution and comparing them with other artistic and architectural 
traditions.

Its nationalistic premises notvvithstanding, the outcome of this quest was one of 
prolifıc scholarly research, archaeological work, and intense debate, the legacy of 
vvhich is stili strong in Turkey. Many prominent art and architectural historians, 
Turkish and foreign, who taught at the Academy of Fine Arts contributed to this 
scholarship and debate throughout the 1930s and 1940s. The Austrian art historian 
Heinrich Gluck (1889-1930) traced Seljuk and Ottoman art in Anatolia to certain 
Central Asian motifs and monuments. Albert Gabriel (1883-1972) focused on the 
rationality, innovativeness, and formal purity of Ottoman-Turkish architecture, vvhich
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Fig. 6.1 . The nationalist 
search for prehistoric roots 
in Anatolia: reclaiming the 
Hittite civilization.
Top: Hittite statues in the 
Antiquities Museum in 
İstanbul (Ministry of Interior 
Press Office postcard, 
1930s). Bottom : the Hittite 
monument in Ankara, at 
the busiest intersection of 
Atatürk Boulevard (1990s 
photograph).
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was “unique among other Islamic traditions.”6 Gabriel’s writings on the rationality 
and functionality of the Ottoman-Turkish house were also of great interest to Turkish 
architects in their efforts to nationalize modern architecture. The first prominent 
Turkish scholar to present Turkish art and architecture within a vast historical con- 
tinuum and to draw attention to its rational, formally pure, and evolutionary charac- 
ter was Celal Esat Arseven (1875-1971), artist, public figüre, and professor of 
architectural history at the Academy of Fine Arts. T hat Arseven was the author of the 
booklet Yeni M im ari (New Architecture, 1931), the publicity document for European 
modernism (see chapter 4), also suggests something about the Kemalists’ desire to see 
Turkish architecture as a rational evolution from prehistory to the “New Architec­
ture” of the twentieth century.

Arseven’s construction of a genealogy and evolutionary history for Turkish art 
and architecture was a result of his participation in the larger effort by the TT K  and 
TD K, as a member of the scientific committee to research the origins of Turkish his­
tory and culture.7 Echoing the Turkish history thesis, he authored monumental works 
that sought to establish Central Asian and Anatolian civilizations of prehistoric times 
as the birthplaces of Turkish art and architecture, the influences of vvhich were dis- 
seminated to diverse regions and cultures from India to Europe. For example, citing 
the Hittites as the earliest “Turks” who came from Central Asia to Anatolia, he wrote 
about the similarities and continuities betvveen Hittite building techniques (adobe 
walls plastered with mud, wooden posts, flat earthen roofs, ete.) and the contempo- 
rary building practices of Anatolian peasants.8 He pointed to continuities betvveen the 
tomb forms and monumental portals found in Central Asia and those of the Anatolian 
Seljuks. He traced decorative motifs like the double-headed eagle from Hittites to 
Anatolian Seljuks to European Crusaders who, he argued, carried them över into 
Romanesque and Gothic styles.9 He summarized these continuities metaphorically: 
“Turks are like a large river that, departing from its remote origins, follows the lands 
and valleys that it encounters on the way, sometimes vvandering into far-away lands 
only to return eloser to its source again and sometimes joining, among sandy deserts, 
with other tributaries, once part of itself. [It is] a river known by a different name each 

time it erosses a new place.” 10
The departure point for Arseven’s work was a critique of orientalist art histori- 

ans who, he argued, ignored the uniqueness of Turkish art and architecture and clas- 
sified them indiscriminately under a single “Islamic” category. In the preface to his 
monumental H istory o f  Turkish Art, he offered what can be seen as one of the earli­
est criticisms direeted at orientalism and oriental pavilions in the great expositions, 
long before Edward Said’s work in the late 1970s. Arseven wrote:

Today, with the exception of those closely engaged with art and architecture, Europeans can- 
not see the differeııces between the characters of various domes and minarets of the orient and 
the world of İslam. In their minds, there is an imaginary orient [nıy emphasis] composed of 
Iranian minarets, Syrian domes, Mağribi arehes, and Egyptian decoration. In the recent exhi-



bition pavilions in Europe and America, it is possible to see an Egyptian masharabbiya on a 
Turkish house, or an Iranian minaret next to a Moroccan dome. It is not unusual to see the 
decorative motifs of Islamic countries ali jumbled together, such as the geometric decoration 
of the Arab next to the Rumi and Hatayi motifs of the Türk."

Immediately after this general critique of European orientalism, the nationalist 
premises of his analysis emerged, with their emphasis not only on the difference of 
Turkish art from other oriental and Islamic traditions but also on its superior quali- 
ties:

Turkish art is completely different from these examples [Indian, Iranian, Arab] in the simplic- 
ity of its composition, its restraint from exaggeration, and the harmony and logic of its 
forms. . . .  It is a grave mistake of Europeans to classify Turkish art as a small branch of Islamic 
art. No other art among the arts of Islamic countries are as nohle as Turkish art. As in the his­
tory of civilization, in the history of art as well, Turks have been dcnied their rightfııl place for 
so long. 12

It should be noted that the historiography promoted by Arseveıı and by other 
republican historians after him did acknovvledge exchanges, mutations, and cross- 
fertilizations with other traditions vvhile maintaining, hovvever, the uniqueness of the 
“Turkish character.” In response to those who claimed that Turkish art was not “orig- 
inal,” Arseven wrote:

It is important not to misunderstand the term “originality.” There is no art that is born out of 
itself alone and is completely unique. We know that Renaissance art, which is considered a 
uniqtıe style, was born out of the inspiration of Greek and Roman art and that Romanesque 
and Gothic art assimilated ntımerous influences from the Orient. Undoııbtedly, Turkish art, 
too, bears certain elements and influences of others. Yet in its evolution it has never lost the 
Turkish character of its origins.1’

This explanation neatly sums tıp the majör thrust of art historiography in the 
republican period, and many other seholars have repeated similar arguments. As 
Arseven stated explicitly on many occasions, the tasks of producing seholarship, 
informing the world aboııt Turkish art and architecture, and correcting misconcep- 
tions were elevated to the status of national duty. Among the slightly younger gener- 
ation of seholars, Oktay Aslanapa was one who follovved in Arseven’s footsteps. 
Dravving attention to recent research and excavations in Central Asia, Iran, 
Afghanistan, and Anatolia, he traced the evolution of Turkish art and architecture 
from prehistoric Central Asia to the late Ottoman period. Like Arseven, he admitted 
the eross-fertilization of Turkish art with influences from Sassanid, Abbasid, and 
other sources, but he argued that “in ali monuments of Turkish art, in whatever geo- 
graphical region they may be, one is immediately struck by a characteristic style that 
clearly distinguishes them from any other artistic tradition.” 14



Behçet Unsal, the prolifîc republican architect and edııcator who wrote about 
modernism and “cubic architecture” in A rkitekt, also made similar arguments about 
the uniqueness of Turkish architecture and compared it vvith Arab and Persian archi­
tecture. He argued that to negate their “unmistakable differences of character” woııld 
be the same thing as lumping French and English Gothic or English and Italian 
Renaissance art under the label “Christian art.” 15 His vvas not a neutral comparison, 
hovvever. For example, Turkish architecture had “modest harmonious proportions,” 
compared vvith the “irregular proportions” of Arab or the “disproportion” of Persian 
architecture. The conception of Turkish architecture vvas “simple and clear” in com ­
parison vvith the “intricate geometrical conception” of Arab and the “fantastic and 
poetical conception” of Persian architecture. In Turkish architecture, “character vvas 
appropriate to the nature of the material,” unlike in Arab architecture. “Moderation 
in ornament, effects of light and shade” distinguished Turkish architectııre from the 
decorative extravaganza and crovvded ornamentation of Arab and Persian examples. 
In other words, Tıırkish architecture already possessed many qualities exalted by 
modern architects in the West, vvhereas other Islamic architectures vvere “oriental.”

In the context of this new nationalist historiography in the early republic, the sta- 
tus of Ottoman art and architectııre is particularly interesting and ambivalent. On the 
one hand, as discussed in chapters 1 and 2, republican architects had already aban- 
doned Ottoman revivalism in favor of European modernism, and the country’s 
Ottoman past vvas cast aside as the “civilizational other” of the Kemalist revolution. 
A sharp and ideologically charged binary opposition betvveen the old (Ottoman) and 
the new (republican) vvas built into the official discourse and revolutionary rhetoric of 
the RPP. At the same time, hovvever, once stripped of their Islamic and cosmopolitan 
aspects, the six hundred years of Ottoman dynastic history and cıılture vvere reincor- 
porated into the larger history of Turks and Turkish culture as one of its most pow- 
erful and victorioııs epochs. Republican discourse on the art, architecture, and culture 
of the Ottoman period vvas devoted almost exclusively to identifying the “Tıırkish 
character” of Ottoman heritage and reclaiming it for the nationalist narrative.16 Seljuk 
monuments, along vvith early and classical Ottoman heritage, vvere promoted in offi­
cial publications and postcards as national treasures (fig. 6.2). One particularly sig- 
nificant event vvas an exhibition of the dravvings and photographs of “Turkish 
architectural monııments of the Ottoman period” by the republican architect Sedad 
Çetintaş, head of the Directorate of Historical Monuments and Museums Survey 
Office and a modernist in his own vvork.

Rather than completely abandoning Ottoman architectııre, this nationalist recla- 
mation of Ottoman heritage became an important theme in the vvritings of republi­
can architects and architectural historians from the late 1930s onward. The point they 
made on every occasion vvas that Ottoman architecture vvas only one  historical man- 
ifestation of Turkish character in architecture— a character the Turks had possessed 
long before the Ottoman Empire vvas established and vvould continue to possess long 
after it vvas replaced by the republic. For example, they argued that the domed system



Fig. 6.2. Official postcards of Seljuk and Ottoman monuments intended to illustrate the historical 
continuity of the Turkish nation. Published by the Ministry of Interior Press Office, late 1930s.



of Ottoman mosque architecture was not a derivative of Byzantine architecture, as 
many European scholars claimed, but a unique contribution of Turks dating back to 
their earlier history— something that “Byzantium had actually borrowed from 
Mesopotamia and from the Sassanians.”18 More significantly, like Behçet Ünsal, many 
others claimed that it was the “Turkish character” of Ottoman mosques and monu- 
ments that explained their formal purity, their rationality, and their simplicity, quali- 
ties unmatched by other Islamic traditions. In 1934, the republican architect Aptullah 
Ziya located this “Turkish character” in the classical period of Ottoman architecture, 
prior to its contamination and “enslaving” by Arab and Persian culture (Arap ve Acem  
kültürü esareti) .19 The same year, in an article titled “Architecture and Turkishness,” 
Behçet Sabri and Bedrettin Hamdi juxtaposed a photograph of an Ottoman mosqııe 
with one of an Arab mosqııe, making a clear value judgment in favor of the former. 
The captions read “Perfection in architectural taste: a Turkish mosque in İstanbul” 
versus “Primitiveness in architectural taste: an Arab mosque in Baghdad.”20 Celal Esat 
Arseven exhibited similar biases in his history of Turkish art, in which the pattern of 
a tile decoration from a classical Ottoman monument was captioned as the paradigm 
of “purity and simplicity,” whereas the plaster ornament from the walls of the 
Alhambra Palace was labeled “overcrowded and exaggerated complexity.”21

In general, echoing the same orientalist biases that Europeans typically displayed 
toward Islamic architecture, most republican architects and art historians celebrated 
the rational and tectonic character of the Turkish mosque against the “decorative 
excesses” of Arab architecture. W hat is particularly important in this overemphasis 
on the rationality, simplicity, tectonic character, and evolutionary capacity of the 
Ottoman— that is, Turkish— mosque is that these were precisely the qııalities art his­
torians had traditionally attributed to European architecture from classical antiquity 
to modernism. Hence, this particular reading of Turkish art legitimated republican 
claims to be part of Western civilization withoııt negating heritage and history, and it 
allowed Turkish architects to claim modernism as an idea already implied in “nation­
al” architecture. The appreciation of classical Ottoman architecture for its rationali­
ty, structural logic, and tectonic quality was not limited to nationalist Turkish 
architects but was also strong among their Germaıı-speaking teachers and colleagues. 
Ernst Egli made extensive studies of Sinan’s classical mosques and later published a 
book on Sinan.22 Bruno Taut so deeply admired Sinan’s masterpieces that vvhile work- 
ing on an urban scheme for the İstanbul University area, he proposed a terrace-plat- 
form from which the magnificence of the Suleymaniye Mosque could be vievved.23

Many scholars point out that although nationalist theories aboııt Central Asian 
Turks being the fountainhead of ali civilization were later abandoned, “a milder syn- 
thesis” based on the idea of “recuperating the soul of the folk” proved to be a more 
enduring constitueııt of Turkish nationalism.24 Anatolia was the geographic heartland 
of this folk nationalism. Having rejected earlier ideologies of Ottomanism, Islamism, 
and pan-Turkism, ali three of which extended beyond the geographical boundaries of 
Anatolia, Kemalist nationalism focused its attention on the land within the borders of



the National Pact (Misak-ı Milli). These borders, vvhich corresponded roughly to the 
borders of present-day Turkey, were secured by the heroic War of Independence and 
the Lausanne Treaty (1923) and were therefore highly charged with the symbolism of 
the birth of the nation. While the prehistoric civilizations of Anatolia provided the 
archaic roots of national culture, the folk culture and peasant life of Anatolia were 
seen as the repository within which the survival of that culture into the present was 

maintained.
Throughout the 1930s, the romantic populism of the republic was nurtured by 

this myth of Anatolia— the locııs of patriotism, idealism, and purity, separate from 
and contrastiııg with cosmopolitan and imperial İstanbul. The departure of Mustafa 
Kemal Atatürk from İstanbul and his setting foot on Anatolian shores in 1919 have 
been elevated to mythical status by the Turkish nationalist narrative as the onset of 
the War of Independence. In this narrative, the real heroes of the war were the name- 
less peasants of Anatolia, and the birth of the nation vvas set upon the barren land, 
battlegrounds, and poverty-stricken villages of this heartland. It vvas in the peasant 
life, vernacular language, and folk culture of Anatolia, therefore, that the soıırce of an 
authentic, uncontaminated, and timeless Turkish identity coııld be located. At the 
same time that Western civilization, Science, and progress were presented as pillars of 
the Kemalist revolution, it vvas also postulated that these had to be carried into 
Anatolia to be nationalized and authenticized there. The prominent novelist and 
republican intellectual Yakup Kadri Karaosmanoğlu put it this vvay: “For the nation­
alist Turkish Westernist [garpçı], the most characteristic attribute of his Westernism 
[garpçılık] shoııld be to stamp it vvith a Turkish style. The hat should not be our mas- 
ter, but we should be mastering the hat. Westernization is a particular principle of life. 
Oııly in the service of a national vvill, a national culture, and, most significantly, a 
national morality can this principle fulfıll its Creative and constructive role.”25

It was proposed that national culture could be born oııly from the synthesis of the 
timeless “national esseııce” located in Anatolia vvith the norms of contemporary—  
that is, Western— civilization. The entire cultural politics of the republic vvas con- 
strued around this formula, best expressed in the 1935 “program” published by the 
RPP as the desirability of an art or culture that vvas “international in technique and 
method, Turkish in spirit and style” (tekn ik  beynelm ilel, ruh Türk; usul beynelm ilel, 
üslup Türk).21’

One particularly illııstrative expression of this official cultural policy vvas the 
attempt to create a polyphonic Turkish music after Western models but inspired by 
the folk tunes of Anatolia. After rejecting Ottoman court music and the music of reli- 
gious orders, the republic looked in tvvo directions: tovvard Western polyphonic clas- 
sical music and tovvard the folk music of Anatolian villages. In 1935, the German 
composer Paul Hindemith vvas appointed to reform Turkish music education along 
European lines and to establish the State Conservatory of Music in Ankara, “the prize 
institution and the privileged offspring of the republic.”27 A year later, the RPP 
People’s House in Ankara invited the Hungarian composer Bela Bartok to advise offi-



cials on “how a Turkish national music should be developed from Turkish folk 
music.”28 Bartok had already made a reputation with his ethnographic music research 
in Hungary and had written extensively on the relationship between folk music 
research and nationalism. In a 1929 essay on Hungarian folk music, Bartok had 
defined folk music as “a separate type of melodic creativity, which, by reason of its 
being a part of the peasant environment, reflects a certain uniform emotional pattern 
and has its own specific style.”29 He had argued that peasant music was the outcome 
of “a natural force vvhose operation is unconscious in men who are not influenced by 
urban culture” and that “peasantlike” and “primitive” were not derogatory terms but 
designated “a concept of ideal simplicity devoid of trashiness.”30 In a series of essays 
in the late 1930s and early 1940s he gave detailed instructions concerning the collec­
tion of folk music as ethnographic specimens from the villages farthest removed from 
urban culture, to be obtained from informants untainted by education and urban 
influences.31 M ost significantly, he made comparisons betvveen linguistic research and 
ethnographic music research and vvarned against “ultra-nationalism in musical folk- 
lore”— that is, the myth of “race purity in music,” vvhich ignores the continuous give 
and take of melodies betvveen different peoples över long periods of encounters, 
exchange, migrations, and conquests.12

Bartok came to Turkey in October 1936 and, follovving three lectures and a con- 
cert in Ankara, set off to collect folk tunes and songs from nomadic Yürük tribes and 
villages in Southern Anatolia around Adana. Accompanied by his European-educat- 
ed Turkish colleagues from the State Conservatory, Ahmed Adnan Saygun, Necil 
Kazım Akses, and Ulvi Cemal Erkin, Bartok made recordings and notations that 
became the basis for many classical compositions in the Western genre. The system- 
atic collecting, classifying, and archiving of tunes continued thereafter, and to this day 
these songs have been preserved in the official archives of the State Conservatory and 
the State Radio. More significantly, Bartok’s ovvn vvords regarding the similarities 
betvveen H ungarian and Turkish folk music lent support to the nationalist history and 
language theses proposed at the same time. Echoing the vvay these theories traced the 
origins of Turks to the vvaves of migrations of Turkic tribes from Central Asia toward 
Europe and Asia Minör, Bartok vvrote:

No such tunes can be found among the Yugoslavs, the Slovaks of the West and North, or the 
Greeks, and even among the Bulgarians they are only occasional. If we take into account the 
fact that such tunes can be found only among Hungarians, among the Transylvanian and 
Moldavian Rumanians, and the Cheremiss [a Finno-Ugric people living in the Volga region] 
and Northern Turkish peoples, then it seems likely that this music is the remains of an antique, 
thousand-year-old Turkish musical style.33

The example of music offers the paradignı of official republican cultural politics 
in the 1930s. Literatüre, drama, painting, and sculpture follovved similar lines under 
the nationwide guidance of the People’s Houses, and in every branch of the arts,



Western genres and techniques were applied to Anatolian subject matters. At the same 
time that the RPP embarked upon its “civilizing mission” for the colonization of the 
countryside (see chapter 3), and at the same time that model villages and new infra- 
structure were proposed to transform Anatolia, the primitive beauty of the country­
side and its peasants became an artistic trope. Folk arts and artifacts— the kilims, 
baskets, copper utensils, primitive tools, colorful dresses, songs, and dances of the 
peasants— vvere now objects of artistic inspiration as well as ethnographic study, sys- 
tematic preservation, and public display.

The predominance of Anatolian themes and folk culture in painting vvas con- 
spicuous in the cultural scene of the 1930s, setting apart the “nationalist school” from 
the ınore urban, cosmopolitan, and academic schools of painting located in İstanbul. 
In 1932, the art department of Gazi Teachers’ College vvas established in Ankara, end- 
ing the monopoly of the İstanbul Academy of Fine Arts upon art education and soon 
becoming an important çenter in the proliferation of “Anatolian themes” in Turkish 
art. In 1937, a travel program for artists was established by the RPP under the aııspices 
of the People’s Houses. Analogoııs to the efforts of Bela Bartok, this program vvas 
intended to encourage artists to travel in Anatolia and paint the landscapes, villages, 
peasants, and folkloric characteristics of its rural settings. In tandem vvith the nation­
alist attacks on avant-garde art, many Turkish artists distanced themselves from 
abstract, formalist, and iııdividualist conceptioııs of modern art, instead seeking to 
represent the collective natioııal essence believed to be rooted in Anatolia.

Particularly illııstrative is the case of Group D, the first “avant-garde” groııp of 
young Turkish painters vvho, after introducing modernist trends sııch as cubism, 
expressionism, and constrııctivism to Turkey (see chapter 4), aligned themselves vvith 
the official ideology and produced what one art critic calls “a peasaııt cubism.”’4 Of 
the most prominent members of the groııp, Bedri Rahmi Eyüboğlıı, Nurullah Berk, 
and Cemal Tollu vvere especially prolific in adapting cubist abstraction techniqııes to 
folkloric motifs, peasant women, and Anatolian landscapes (fıg. 6.3). They also incor- 
porated inspirations from archaeological findings, Hittite figures, and other motifs 
from pre-islamic Anatolian civilizations. The vvork of Turgut Zaim in the late 1930s 
and early 1940s epitomizes the Turkish “nai've” genre, vvith highly stylized and ideal- 
ized paiııtings of peasant vvomen and children, barren Anatolian landscapes vvith 
mud-brick houses and poplar trees, folk arts, crafts, kilims, and copper pots. It should 
be noted that Zaim also designed stage sets for productions of the National Theater, 
the State Opera and Ballet, and the State Symphony Orchestra, where the vvork of 
Bartok’s colleagues, the new Turkish composers inspired by Anatolian folk tunes, vvas 
performed. Collectively, such artistic and cultural production of the 1930s set the 
foundation for vvhat became Turkey’s official, state-sponsored art and culture— an 
official art and culture challenged today by many alternative expressions.35

Architectural culture vvas inevitably informed by these attempts at revvriting 
nationalist history and by the prevailing nationalist sentiments centered on Anatolian 
themes. The initial enthusiasm for the New Architecture vvhen it vvas introduced in



Fig. 6 .3 . Anatolian folk motifs in Turkish 
painting: "peasant cubisrn" of the 1930s.
Top: "Woman ironing" by Nurullah Berk. 
Bottom : "Composition" by Bedri Rahmi 
Eyüboğlu. Both artists were members of the 
"avant-garde" Group D, which was influenced 
by cubism and constructivism.



the late 1920s and early 1930s was toned down, and an increasingly intensified plea 
for “national architecture” (milli mimari) became the order of the day. Parallel to the 
developments in historiography, archaeology, and ethnography already mentioned, a 
renewed interest in vernacular building traditions as well as those of the pre-islamic 
civilizations of Anatolia rapidly became architects’ version of participating in this 
effort. The challenge was to reconcile this interest with the inviolable core of archi­
tects’ professional discourse, namely, the rationalist, functionalist principles of mod­
ernism and the notion of progress upon which modernist doctrines were predicated. 
It is possible to identify a range of positions on the question of “nationalizing the 
modern”— positions overlapping in certain respects, contradictory in others, but 
alvvays in search of a modern and  national Turkish architecture. The basic consensus 
among Turkish architects on exactly how the modern could be nationalized was that 
they should turn their attention to the coııntry’s own vernacular building traditions 
spread över the Anatolian landscape.36

Appropriating Vernacular Traditions

V e r n a c u l a r  a r c h i t e c t u r e  w a s  neither “Western”/cosmopolitan 
nor “Ottoman”/imperial, both of which were rejected by Kemalist nationalism. As a 
product of the country’s native soil, it embodied “the essential core of the nation” and 
“the soul of its peasant folk”— important themes in the nationalist narrative of the 
1930s. More significantly, vernacular architecture represented a particıılar vvisdom of 
building distilled över centuries and admired by rationalist architects everyvvhere. 
Buildings of the common folk were seen as perfect expressions of utility, practicality, 
simplicity, constructional honesty, and conformity to local materials, climate, and 
resources: that is, the same basic qualities and criteria that modern architecture 
sought after. Modern architecture, after ali, had emerged as a critical discourse by 
those wishing to replace the fixed stylistic norms of classicism and academicism with 
an empirical approach to design that had to be, by definition, responsive to local con- 
ditions. Form would not be an a priori stylistic choice but a consequence of rational 
considerations of program, site, soil, climate, budget, and materials, just as it had 
alvvays been with vernacular buildings or folk architecture.37 Therefore, in its true 
spirit, modern architecture could not possibly be an “international style”: integral to 
its very conception was a profound contextualist and regionalist sensibility.

This understanding of modern architecture as a context-sensitive, rational ap­
proach to building constituted the hard core of Turkish architectural discourse in the 
1930s, according to vvhich the truism “modern equals national” was construed. In 
other words, if modern buildings were the most rational and appropriate responses to 
the climatic, topographical, cultural, social, and economic conditions of a particular 
place, then they could not be anything but “national.” The ideals of modern archi­
tecture and vernacular building were one and the same, and therefore architects had



much to learn from the lessons of the vernacular, which, it was argued, gave superb 
examples of rationality. That European modernisin was itself inspired by vernacular 
traditions from Japan to the M editerranean further strengthened this belief. In 1934, 
Behçet Sabri and Bedrettin Hamdi vvrote that given the poverty of the building indus- 
try in Turkey at the time, vernacular architecture shovved the only viable solution:

If we cannot use flat roofs or metal wiııdows or if we are limited to building in concrete, stone, 
and wood in the absence of feasible Steel construction, it does not mean that our works are not 
“modern.” In traditional Turkish architecture, ali the elements and materials were appropri- 
ately used, logical and functional, offering a source of inspiration to European thought and 
architecture. The new works of young Turkish architects should be viewed in the same way that 
traditional [vernacular] Turkish architecture was vievved.38

This contextualist and regionalist message constituted a central theme in the 
teachings of the European architects who educated the entire first generation of 
republican architects. From Ernst Egli and Clemenz Holzmeister in the early 1930s to 
Brııno Taut and Paul Bonatz in the late 1930s and the 1940s, they ali encouraged the 
study of vernacular traditions. In 1930, in an important article titled “Architectural 
Context” pııblished in Türk Yurdu (National Homeland), Ernst Egli introduced the 
inherent connection betvveen modern architecture and nationalist passion for the 
homeland. “Architectural context (or locality),” he vvrote, “is the overall character of 
light, air, sun, wind, topography, terrain, water, vegetation, the harshııess or mildness 
of nature, the distinct quality of the night, and the mysterious music of dusk. Modern 
architecture calls for the cross-fertilization o f  the international seeds of modern archi­
tectural progress vvith the specific forms o f architectural contexts. It is my opinion 
that Anatolia can play a majör role in modern architecture.”39 Egli theıı praised the 
introverted character of the traditional Anatolian house vvith its cool and shady 
courtyards “open to starry skies above” and “closed to the dust of the streets.” He 
concluded that “if designed vvith modern means for modern lifestyles, this coııld be a 
model house for Anatolian tovvns.”40

Egli’s use of courtyards, shaded porticos, slender columns, and cubic vvindovv 
projectioııs in his ovvıı work for public bııildings in Ankara can be seen as a subtle 
reflection of these sensibilities. Although the work of Egli and Holzmeister, com- 
monly knovvn as “Ankara cubic” or “Viennese cubic,” became the target of national­
ist architectural discourse in the later lıalf of the 1930s, to their architects and 
contemporaries these bııildings tvere respoıısive to their coııtext. They drevv upon the 
idealized qualities of simplicity, austerity, and modesty that vvere regarded as appro- 
priate for the making of a Capital city out of scratch in the middle of the Anatolian 
plain. Holzmeister’s presidential residence for Atatürk (1930—1932), for example (see 
fîg. 5.21), was celebrated in contemporary publications for its modest scale, undeco- 
rated simplicity, and modern aesthetic, in the spirit of Ankara’s humble but heroic 
emergence on the scene. N ot unlike the efforts to create a polyphonic Western music 
out of Anatolian folk tunes or the cubic paintings of peasant life, this building was



Fig. 6 .4 . Two color drawings by Sedad Hakkı Eldem (1928) capturing the atmosphere of the Central 
Anatolian plain. Top: Mud-brick houses of Central Anatolian villages. Bottom : An unidentified per­
spective evoking an arid climate and a barren land. The ceiling of the portico is decorated vvith 
kilim motifs of the region.



praised for “skillfully combining the latest building techniques of the West vvith the 
cubic traditiorı o f  the A natolian plain  [my emphasis].”41

Through the late 1920s and early 1930s, as the building of Ankara was turned into 
a national saga, the arid climate, barren landscape, and “noble” poverty of Central 
Anatolia vvere idealized, and architects vvere inspired to explore a purist aesthetic in 
the spirit of the Central Anatolian vernacular. For modernist architects, the cubic 
forms, plain surfaces, and flat roofs of the New Architecture found romantic justifi- 
cation in the poorer mud-brick traditions as vvell as in prehistoric Hittite settlements 
of the Central Anatolian plain. Even Sedad Hakkı Eldem, vvho championed a differ- 
ent kind of timber vernacular building tradition as the source of Turkish identity, 
observed in his early sketches the beauty of plain adobe walls, flattened earth roofs, 
courtyards, and shaded porticos in a dry, barren landscape (fig. 6.4).

The efforts to postrationalize modern forms (cubic volumes, vvide terraces and 
balconies, flat roofs, ete.) by reference to vernacular precedents in Anatolia conflicted 
conspicuously vvith the equally strong claim that modern form vvas a logical response 
to the new requirements and possibilities of the industrial age. Modernist Turkish 
architects such as Behçet Ünsal, Aptullah Ziya, Abidin M ortaş, Zeki Sayar, and 
Behçet Sabri and Bedrettin Hamdi vvho vvrote in M im ar  and A rkitekt vvanted modern 
form to be the expression of progress and revolution and, at the same time, of a “con- 
textual” and therefore “national” architecture. Canonic bııildings of the Modern 
Movement, even the most paradigmatic examples of “international style,” vvere pre- 
sented, vvith no hint of irony, as contextual and responsive to local conditions. For 
example, according to Behçet Sabri and Bedrettin Hamdi, the unity of technique and 
materials vvas not enough to create an “international style”; there vvas no such thing 
as a universal “concrete architecture” or “cubic architecture.” “Context” vvas the most 
important factor. In an article titled “Architecture and Turkishness,” they vvrote: “The 
mother of ali architecture is context [muhit]. Our country needs serious vvorlcs that 
respond to its soil, its vvater, its air, and its nature— vvorks that connect vvith the con- 
text and revitalize local feelings in the contemporary vvorld. . . . Local art is both 
rational [rasyonel] and national [milli]. Today a national architectııre [milli mimari] 
can be born only out of rational Turkish vvorks responsive to the locale [m ahal].”41 

Yet vvhen it came to illustrating this article, they ıısed a photograph of Mies van 
der Rohe’s Tugendaht House (1928—1930), a modernist glass box, as an example of 
“responsiveness to light, nature, and context.” After declaring that “only local vvorks 
can give birth to a national/rational architecture,” they added: “Hovvever, there is no 
room for tradition and old forms in rational architecture. . . . National architecture is 
not the art of traditions and motifs. It cannot be assembled and pieced together; it can 
only be created anevv.”43 Even more strikingly, in Aptullah Ziya’s essay “Nationalism  
in A rt,” two of the most canonic, geometrically conceived concrete and glass build- 
ings of the Modern Movement vvere identified as examples of “national architecture.” 
Aptullah Ziya characterized Le Corbusier’s villa for the Weissenhof Siedlung exhibi- 
tion in Stuttgart— a building epitomizing the canon of “international style” in the



architectural culture at large— as “a work reflecting its national character” (my 
emphasis). Similarly, he described Ilya Goloshov’s constructivist building for a work- 
ers’ club in Moscow as expressive of “Russian character.”44

These examples suggest that for modernist architects, appropriateness to context 
(:muhite uygunluk) often meant response to physical context— climate, terrain, vege- 
tation, and so forth— ultimately reducing “culture” to “nature.” Bruno Taut, Egli’s 
successor at the academy, also identified culture with nature but elaborated a more 
sophisticated understanding of the term “nature.” In his collected lectures, M im ari 
Bilgisi, published in Turkish in 1938, he talked about “nature” (tabiat in Turkish) in 
the double meaning of the term and with strong evocations of the “nation.” “Nature” 
signified both the “elements” of the locality (rain, fog, sun, wind, light, ete.) and the 
“character” of its people: “Nations have adapted to climate, and many different char- 
aeters have resulted from it. . . . Architecture is a mirror reflecting the character and 
nature of nations. It is this mirroring aspect that largely determines vvhether it is light 
or heavy, lively or serene, diffused or concentrated, elegant or systematic.”45

This understanding of architecture that Taut sought to impart to his students was 
an expression of his basic critical modernist position and his distaste for “iııterna- 
tional style”— or, for that matter, any stylistic orthodoxy that claimed universal valid- 
ity.46 He criticized the Modern Movement’s fetishizing of stripped-down technique, 
coııstruction, and funetion and lamented the reduetion of architecture to “objects of 
use or meaııs of traffîc” that imitated the aesthetic of ocean liners, cars, airplanes, and 
grain elevators.47 According to him, architecture was irreducible to the technological 
icons of modern transportation that had unfortunately become a fashioııable “stylis­
tic zeitgeist” for the modernist avant-garde and their follovvers in Turkey. Unlike engi- 
neering design, architecture was inseparable from the particularities of locality. He 
argued, for example, that the beauty of the Japanese temple, born out of humid 
summers and cold vvinters, would have been “dead like a fîsh out of water in the 
bright sun and transparent air of Greece.” Conversely, the classical columns of the 
Greek temple, which could survive only in this bright sun, would be condemned to 
death when taken to distant lands “as if they were cars or trains, suffocating them in 
the fog and the humidity of the north .”48 Insightfully avoiding the term “internation- 
al style,” Taut talked about the “international art of construction” (yapı sanatı in 
Turkish), a universal Creative spirit of construction, proportion, and quality that 
acquired form only through the specifics of locality and “national character.”49 His 
deep reverence for the Ottoman high tradition, epitomized by the work of Sinan, as 
well as for vernacular traditions of house building, was a refleetion of his divergence 
from the orthodoxy of the Modern Movement.

Although the “cubic tradition” of mud-brick and stone houses in Anatolia 
offered a convenient justification for modern form, Sedad Hakkı Eldem, arguably the 
most important figüre of modern Turkish architecture, championed a very different 
kind of vernacular. He devoted his life and career to studying, documenting, and 
adapting to modern design the old wooden houses with pitehed tile roofs— the



Fig. 6 .5 . A traditional wood frame "Turkish house" from Safranbolu, a Black Sea town in northern 

Turkey.

archetypal “Turkish house” spanning the vast territories of the Ottoman Empire from 
the Balkans to İstanbul and northern Anatolia (fig. 6.5). As the leading figüre of the 
“national architecture” movement (milli m im ari hareketi), Eldem was “doubly rebel- 
lious” against both the Ottoman revivalist national style that he had been taught at 
the academy by Vedat Bey and Mongeri and the “Ankara cubic” of Egli and 
Holzmeister.50 He was brought up in an elite Ottoman family— both his grandfather 
Osman Hamdi Bey and his great-grandfather İbrahim Edhem Paşa had been impor­
tant figures in late Ottoman artistic and cultural life— and had spent his childhood 
and youth in Germany, vvhere his father was posted as ambassador. Thus he was thor- 
oughly familiar with both the Ottoman building tradition and the German modern 
architecture of the interwar years. As an architectural student at the academy on the 
eve of the modernist reforms, he had lovingly sketched the old vvooden houses of 
İstanbul, and he saw in them a particular “type” that could be appropriated as the 

basis of a modern and national Turkish architecture.
Like that of many of his colleagues, Eldem’s appreciation of the vernacular was 

motivated by a distinctly modernist agenda. Hovvever, as an almost tautological corol- 
lary to their argument that modern architecture was “by definition national” (because 
it was the most appropriate response to context), he proposed that the traditional



Turkish house was “already modern” (because it embodied precisely the same quali- 
ties that modernism sought after). In a much-quoted passage he said:

The traditional Turkish house is remarkably similar to today’s conceptions of the modern 
house. Ample windows and light, free plan, the emphasis on comfort över ostentatious display, 
conformity to the nature of materials, generous supply of terraces, garden and courtyard inti- 
mately linking the house vvith nature. Aren’t these the same characteristics that we look for in 
modern houses? We find them ali in the traditional Turkish house. . . . The leading figüre of 
modern architecture, Le Corbusier, is profoundly inspired by the Turkish house. He lifts his 
houses ııpon stilts, reserving the ground for services, garage, ete., just like our storages, ara­
balık and taşliks. . . . He uses vvide terraces above the ground, just like our bayats, directly con- 
nected to the garden or the courtyard. His windows are oriented toward the line of the view 
and the horizon, just like our rows of windows.sl

In fact, Eldem admitted to having “discovered” the Tıırkish house in Europe  dıır- 
iııg the two years he spent in Paris and Berlin after his graduation from the academy 
in İstanbul. He cited three specific soıırces for this “discovery.” w First, as expressed in 
the foregoiııg quotation, Le Corbıısier’s ideas about the lightness of the house lifted 
above ground level matehed the form and organization of Turkish houses. Second, 
Augııste Perret’s use of reinforced concrete was inspirational for Eldem, who vvished 
to translate the constructional logic of the traditional timber framc into reinforced 
concrete— the material to which he expressed his devotion on every occasion.5’ 
Perhaps most important of ali was Eldem’s discovery of Frank Lloyd Wright’s prairie 
houses through the Wasmuth publications that he saw in Germany. “In these houses, 
I foıınd the characteristics of the Turkish houses of the future,” Eldem said. “Fiat, 
horizontal lines, rows of windows, vvide overhaııgs, and pitehed roofs vvere very elose 
to the ideal Turkish house I had in mind.”-M The “romanticism, eloseness to nature, 
and honest use of vvood and natural stone in these houses” vvere more appealing to 
Eldem than the cubist/purist boxes of Le Corbusier.

Under the influence of Frank Lloyd Wright, and preoccupied with the idea of a 
national modern architecture, Eldem prepared a series of drawings that he titled 
“Anatolian Houses” and exhibited in Paris and Turkey in 1928 (fig. 6.6). These beau- 
tifıılly rendered sketehes projected modern, single-family dvvellings with pitehed roofs 
and rows of vvindovvs above solid vvalls, ali set in idyllic landscapes. In spite of the 
title, these hypothetical countrysides bore no resemblance to the barren Anatolian 
landscape or to any other particular location; the buildings vvere as “acontextual” as, 
for example, the minimal cubic houses that Bekir İhsan proposed for middle-class 
families in Anatolian towns (see fig. 5.15). There is a certain romantic and utopian 
dimension to Eldem’s “Anatolian Houses,” reminiscent of the conservative utopias of 
Heinrich Tessenow and the Heimatschutz movement in Germany, vvith which Eldem 
was thoroughly familiar. Admittedly, important ideological differences separated the 
tvvo architects. Eldem vvas an elite urbanite whose interest in the vernacular had little



Fig. 6.6. Sedad Hakkı Eldem's modern reconstruction of the traditional "Turkish house": an example 
from his "Anatolian Houses" series (1929). This was a beautifully rendered set of color perspectives 
shovving single-family villas set in idyllic countrysides and inspired by traditional wood-frame 
houses (especially window modulations and tile roofs).



to do vvith Tessenow’s glorifîcation of the simplicity of the peasant and the morality 
of the small town against the alienation and excess vvrought by modernity. Advanced 
industrial civilization, the object of Heimatschutz critique, vvas the very ideal of 
progress that Kemalist Turkey struggled to reach. Eldem’s “Anatolian Houses” in- 
cluded not only romantic dvvellings in the forest but also large modern homes vvith 
cars parked in front of them in imagined suburban settings, and even urban apart- 
ments. Yet Eldem’s preoccupation vvith the “Turkish house” as the embodiment of 
a culture of building and living (Baukunst and Wohnkultur) informed by “national 
character” does bring to mind some of Tessenovv’s ideas on the “German house.” 
Rejecting the term “international style,” Eldem adopted the premise that “as long as 
there is a difference betvveen the characters and moods of nations, there will be a dif- 
ference in the culture of living and, in turn, in the form and concept of the house.” 55

Eldem’s appreciation of the traditional Turkish W ohnkultur vvas also filtered 
through his modernist sensibilities. He argued that the elements that distinguished the 
traditional interior of a Turkish house vvere in fact embodiments of modernist crite- 
ria such as comfort, hygiene, flexibility, and the use of built-in furniture. In his interi­
or studies dating from 1928-1929, he incorporated highly rationalized and stylized 
versions of traditional elements such as the hearth and the built-in low seat, also dis- 
playing the modernist penchant for simplicity, lightness, geometric patterns, and nat- 
ural materials (fig. 6.7). In the same way that he argued for the “modernity” of the 
traditional Turkish house, he argued for the “modernity” of its interior:

The built-in furniture of today’s modern houses has alvvays existed in our old houses vvith their 
built-in closets, shelves, lamp niches, ete., ali incorporated into the vvall. Aren’t the Europcan 
convertible bed and the American mechanical beds that disappear into the vvall only contem- 
porary versions of our lovv seats (sedir), vvhich transformed into beds at night? Isn’t the fıre- 
place the eqııivalent of our traditional hearths (ocak)? What aboııt hygiene? While Eıırope used 
chamber pots until the last century, our hamams had hot-and-cold running water. How can one 
miss the similarities betvveen the secret gusülhanes hidden in the closets of our old houses and 
the shower/sink cabinets of most modern houses and hotels of Europe? Aren’t ali these fea- 
tures, vvhich Europe has discovered only recently, a testimony to the superiority of our nation?56

In the 1930s Sedad Eldem assumed the leadership of the so-called national archi­
tecture movement (milli m im ari hareketi) to combat the “Ankara cubic” of Egli and 
Holzmeister. Under his leadership a national architecture seminar vvas established at 
the academy in 1934. Över the years, this seminar turned into a monumental enter- 
prise to study and document the surviving examples of traditional vvooden houses. 
Many arehiteets, preservationists, and officials wrote about the importance of this 
residential heritage as the repository of both a timeless “national character” and the 
most desirable modern qualities of contemporary living. Writing in A rkitekt in 1936, 
an official of the Ministry of Endovvments presented two examples— the kon ak  of 
Çakırağa in Birgi and the house of Emine Kadın in Tire— as “comfortable, hygienic, 
sunny, and ventilated houses refleeting and responding to the local context and the



Fig. 6.7. Sedad Hakkı Eldem's studies of modern interiors inspired by traditional Turkish elements: 
built-in low seats, fireplaces, stylized folkloric motifs on the vvalls, and Turkish kilims and carpets 

on the floors.
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Fig. 6 .8 . Sedad Hakkı Eldem's 
codification of the plan types 
of traditional "Turkish houses" 
based on the location and 
configuration of the hail (sofa). 

Left: A page from his monumen- 
tal Türk Evi, volüme 1, showing 
the typological matrix of "central 
hail plan type" (orta sofalı plan 

tipi). Right: An example of this 
plan type: Sadullah Paşa Yalısı, 
Çengelköy, İstanbul, eighteenth 
century.



needs of its inhabitants.”57 Eldem himself stııdied a nıımber o f  examples in İstanbul 
and vvrote monographs on them, as well as producing, later in his life, his monumen- 
tal thrce-volüme T  ürk Evi, based on the research started in the national architecture 
seminar (fig. 6 .8 ).58 Throughout the late 1930s and the 1940s, many architectural stu- 
dents stııdied, produced measured drawings, and vvrote theses on the traditional hous­
es of different Anatolian towns. The teachings and vvritings of Professor Albert 
Gabriel also promoted Eldem’s agenda and urged young architects to study the plan 
types and “modern character” of traditional houses as invaluable lessons:

It is impossible not to fail in love with the “modern character” of some old İstanbul houses. By 
translating the exterior form and vvooden construction of these houses into concrete, it is pos- 
sible to obtain results ınuch more reasonable and aesthetically pleasing than today’s monoto- 
nous “cubic.” For example, although it is built of a perishable material, the yalı [a house along 
the edge of the Bosporus] of the Köprülü family stands today as a perfect lesson in architec­
ture. To study the sources of this perfection and to analyze its elements are far more useful for 
a modern architect than studying standardized house types developed for foreign countries.59

It should be pointed out that the late-seventeenth-century yalı of Amcazade 
Köprülü Hüseyin Paşa, vvhich Gabriel mentions in this passage, was one of the oldest 
surviving examples to vvhich Sedad Eldem looked as a model. Eldenı’s paradigmatic 
Taşlık Coffee House of 1948 was a reinforced concrete replica of the seventeenth-cen- 
tury vvooden precedent and a built manifesto of Eldem’s program for a “national 
architecture” based on the traditional Turkish house (fig. 6.9). Many of the examples 
Eldem focused on in his own research, scholarship, and career as an architect were the 
rnost elaborate and refined yalıs and kon ak  s of the O ttom an notables. His monu- 
mental work Türk Evi was an elaborate typological m atrix of house plans based on 
the shape, configuration, or location of the sofa , or ceııtral hail (see fig. 6.8). His 
architectural theory and methods were systenıatic, aııalytical, and “rationalist” in the 
sense of beginning from culturally and historically established a priori “types” vvhose 
validity, he argued, persisted över time. It vvas this typological approach based on 
precedents that separated Eldem from the empiricists, with their approach of true 
modernist contextualism that vvould have deplored the idea o f fixed types and a pri­
ori cultural constructs. It also gave his vvork its characteristic uııiformity in vvhat con- 
tinued to be his signatııre style throughout his long career, even after nationalism lost 
its grip upon architects’ discourse (fig. 6.10).

In the late 1930s, Bruno Taut and Sedad Eldem held something in comnıon: a 
shared reverence for traditional Turkish houses and classical Ottoman monuments 
and a shared criticism of the “cubic” architecture that had become the trademark of 
the new regime in Ankara. Taut’s appointment as head of the architectural section at 
the academy in 1936 vvas announced in the academy brochure as follovvs: “Under the 
direction of the prominent and experienced German architect Professor Taut, the stu- 
dents of architecture are preparing to combat the nondescript style, totally devoid of 
identity, that has been invading İstanbul, Ankara, and other cities of the nation under



Fig. 6 .9 . Top: Sedad Hakkı 
Eldem's paradigm of the 
traditional "Turkish house": 
the yalı of Amcazade Köprülü 
Hüseyin Paşa, İstanbul, end 
of the seventeenth century. 
Dravvings of the plan and 
front elevation by Eldem. 
Bottom: A reinforced con­
crete replica of this building 
was Sedad Hakkı Eldem's 
signature work: Taşlık Coffee 
House (1948) overlooking the 

Bosporus.



Fig. 6 .1 0 . Sedad Hakkı Eldem's residential vvork in İstanbul in the 1930s, shovving his appropriation 
of the formal language and plan types of traditional wooden houses for modern villas, mostly along 
the shores of the Bosporus. Ayaşlı Yalısı, Beylerbeyi (top), and Tahsin Günel Yalısı, Yeniköy (bottom), 

both from 1938.



Fig. 6 .1 1 . Detail of the Faculty of 
Humanities, Ankara (1937), by 
Bruno Taut (see also fig. 2.9). The 
alternating courses of stone and 
brick are used in the manner of tra­
ditional Ottoman vvalling tech- 
niques.

the rubric of ‘modern.’ There is no doubt that the new Turkish architecture will be 
born out of this com bat.”" ’

Indeed, while he assigned his own students housing projects along the rationalist 
and functionalist precepts of modernism (see chapter 5), Taut lent his full support 
to the national architecture seminar for pedagogical reasons. As an ardent critic of 
modernist orthodoxy and “international style,” Taut believed that “the traditional 
Turkish house embodied many elements that will always remain modern in their 
rationality.”61 Among such rational elements, he cited wide overhanging eaves for 
shading, high ceilings vvith a lower row of windows for view and an ııpper row for dif- 
fused light, and interior halis protected from exposure to sun and wind. M ost signif- 
icantly, he admired the overall urbanistic quality of narrow streets and silhouettes as 
viewed from the sea. In his own work for the Ministry of Education, he incorporated 
some of these ideas into his othervvise modernist school buildings, making subtle ref- 
erences, for example, to traditional roofs and traditional composite vvall techniques 
vvith alternating layers of brick and stone (fig. 6.11).

Beyond these premises, hovvever, Taut and Eldem could not have been more dif­
ferent in philosophy, methodology, and political position. As much as Taut believed 
in “local” and “national” adaptations of what he saw as the transnational Creative



spirit of construction, he was also insistent that “national character” should not be a 
self-conscious determinant or stylistic formula in design. Like most critical and con- 
textual modernists, he believed in the inevitably and unselfconsciously “national” 
character of modern architecture but objected strongly to the self-conscious employ- 
ment of architecture for nationalist politics. He wrote: “It is important to avoid a 
superficial imitation [of tradition]. Otherwise, this tendency can lead to a sentimen- 
tal romanticism and a misunderstood nationalism resulting in kitsch. The more 
fervor with which a misunderstood nationalism is pursued, the worse will be the 
result. . . . Ali nationalist architecture is bad  but ali g ood  architecture is national [ıııy 
emphasis].”62

It was precisely the kind of codified, repeatable, recognizable, and offîcially sanc- 
tioned “national architecture” Taut deplored that Sedad Hakkı Eldem sought to 
establish in the 1930s, with increasing advocacy of strong State sponsorship. Defy- 
ing the inevitable formal indeterminacy of a truly critical modern architecture, he 
wanted to codify a national architecture m ovem ent, an alternative to the Modern 
Movement but, as implied by the word “movement,” eqııally formalist and ideologi- 
cally charged. Against Taut’s reminder of “the vvisdom of studying not what old mas- 
ters did but what they were after,”63 he saw the formal purity and rationality of the 
timber-frame Turkish house as a license to replicate it under the rubric of “national 
architecture.” Furthermore, Eldem’s interest in the Turkish house was confîned to the 
individual house vvithout much attention to the qualities of urban fabric— the streets 
and the relationships of houses to each other that Taut so deeply admired. Eldem’s 
“Turkish house” was ultimately an “object-type” complete in its own rationality and 
its specific message— not unlike the individual cubic villas he criticized. It transcend- 
ed any urban, local, or regional sensibility in favor of a larger and more abstract 
statement of “Turkishness.”64

It is important to emphasize that vvhether they tried to justify modern forms 
through the “cubic traditions” of Anatolian vernacular or promoted the vvooden 
Turkish house, Turkish architects of the early republic almost iııvariably preferred the 
term “national” to “regional.” They frequently paraphrased their German-speaking 
teachers on the importance of “architectural context” [muhit), and they put forth 
insightful regionalist arguments such as Zeki Sayar’s criticism of building prototype 
schools for the eııtire country (see chapter 2). Yet “regionalism” was an inherently 
problematic term at the height of nation building under a unitary state. Regionalism, 
before everything else, is about diversity of expression, especially in a country like 
Turkey, which has at least five different “regions” with particularities of climate, ter- 
rain, local materials, and building traditions, not to mention ethnic and religious 
diversity. Under the unique historical circumstances of Kemalist nation building, 
hovvever, the emphasis was on uniform ity  rather than diversity. Hence, the local and 
“subnational” affiliations implied in a regionalist sensibility were as ideologically 
problematical as the supranational connotations of “international style.” The nation-



State wished to erase such subnational affiliations and homogenize them into a uni- 
fîed ideal. M ost Turkish architects assumed this larger-than-life mission of fîxing and 
representiııg the identity of an entire nation in recognizable architectural forms. Sedad 
Eldem expressed it by writing that “local architecture is not necessarily national archi­
tecture. People of a nation may be living in different regions and consequeııtly build­
ing different houses, but this does not make ali of them national architecture.”65 
Ultimately, hovvever, it vvas public buildings, not houses, in vvhich the republic placed 
its priorities; something as humble as the traditional house vvas incapable of repre- 
senting the imposing character of State power. Unlike the pervasiveness of the New 
Architecture in the early 1930s, Sedad Eldem’s “Turkish house” idea remained his per- 
sonal theoretical agenda vvith little follovving and no large-scale impact on actııal con- 
struction. İnstead, his ideas for a state-sponsored “national expression” in public 
buildings took off in the early 1940s.

Nationalist State Monuments

W i t h  t h e  d e a t h  of Mustafa Kemal Atatürk in 1938, on the eve of the 
approaching vvorld vvar, the revolutionary period of the republic came to an eııd. As 
Atatürk vvas rapidly transformed into a near deity, the nationalist component of 
Kemalisin hardened into the dominant doctrine of the republic, vvhich saw no liberal- 
ization or democratization of its regime until 1945. Within a month of Atatiirk’s 
death, and after having designed the national hero’s catafalque, Bruııo Taut, too, died 
uııexpectedly— a symbolic and ominous event considering Taut’s critical position 
with respect to both the doctriııaire Modern Movement of the West and the doctri- 
naire nationalism of the country that had hosted him since 1936.

Architectural culture became increasingly ııationalistic during this period, and 
the representation of State power and ideology took precedence över ali other archi­
tectural questions and debates. Monumental public buildings of overpovvering scale, 
stone façades, and an official, stripped-dovvn classicism dominated the building scene 
in what Sedad Eldem retrospectively called “the stone age.” In spite of Turkey’s even- 
tually remaining “neutral” and uninvolved in the Second World War, its arts, scıılp- 
ture, and architecture at the end of the 1930s and beginning of the 1940s testified to 
close ties vvith Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy. Both countries participated in the İzmir 
International Fairs of the late 1930s vvith imposing pavilions (see chapter 3), and com- 
mentaries praising their endeavors in art and culture appeared in many popular pub- 
lications. The culmination of this admiration vvas the opening of the New German 
Architecture (Yeni Alman Mimarisi) exhibition in Ankara in 1943 (fig. 6.12), vvhich 
vvas brought to Turkey by Paul Bonatz (1877-1956). Bonatz then remained to work in 
Turkey as an educator, consultant, and architect.66 The exhibition made a big impres- 
sion on Turkish architects and on the official state architecture of the 1940s. Bonatz,



Fig. 6 .1 2 . Poster for the "N ew  German 
Architecture" exhibition in Ankara, 
January-February 1943.

who was invited to teach in the nevvly independent school of architecture vvithin the 
old engineering school (Hendese-i Mülkiye Mektebi), now renamed İstanbul Tech- 
nical University, left his mark on architectural education for the next decade.

At the end of the 1930s, Eldem wrote a number of particularly important articles 
calling for the intervention of a strong state to sponsor the national architecture 
movement, which, he argued, could be achieved only by native architects and builders, 
vvith native materials, and, above ali, in conformity vvith the “native spirit.”67 M ost 
significantly, he affirmed the role of architecture as an instrument of the nationalist 
regime, in the service of its ideological agenda: “For an architectural style to be 
“national” [milli], it must represent the ideals and lifestyles of that nation. If the 
nation does not have such an ideal, it can be given [to the nation]. Today, people have 
acquired many new ideals that they did not knovv before. They can do the same in 
matters of art and architecture. Until the [desired] ideal becomes the ideal of the 
nation, it can be the ideal of the leaders of the nation who show the vvay. The result 
is the sam e.”68

Eldem’s portrayal of national architecture as a matter of strong regime and state 
sponsorship had been a majör sore point in his relationship vvith Bruno Taut before 
Taut’s death. According to Taut, vvho alvvays objected to the employment of archi­
tecture for nationalist politics, “those vvho vvere looking for a particular party line 
in architecture have never been able to go beyond formal issues.”69 Eldem’s search for



Fig. 6 .1 3 . Saraçoğlu Housing for government employees, Ankara (1944-1947), by Paul Bonatz.
The scheme bears the mark of Sedad Hakkı Eldem's "Turkish house" paradigm. Fig. 6 .1 4 . Faculty of 
Sciences and Letters, İstanbul University (1942-1943), by Sedad Hakkı Eldem. The lovver structure 
of the building makes references to the Stuttgart Railvvay Station (1912-1928) by Paul Bonatz.



a “party line” through his campaign for a national architecture movement did not 
accord well vvith Taut’s convictions but after 1943 found a receptive partner in Paul 
Bonatz. The close collaboration and reciprocal influences betvveen the two men can 
be detected in their work of the early 1940s. Bonatz’s Saraçoğlu Housing for State 
employees in Ankara (1944-1947) bears the mark of Eldem’s “Turkish house” para- 

digm on the exterior (wide eaves, window modulations and projections, ete.), adapted 
to blocks of three- and four-story, mııltiunit dvvellings (fig. 6.13). Correspondingly, 
Eldem’s Faculty of Sciences and Letters building for İstanbul University (1942-1944, 
in partnership vvith Emin Onat) enlarges the Turkish house idea to the scale of a large 
pııblic building, perehing it on top of a colonnaded lovver level vvith conspicuoııs 
affinities to Bonatz’s railroad station in Stuttgart (fig. 6.14). As one of the paradig- 
matic examples of the national architecture movement, this building appropriates tra­
ditional elements and incorporates them into a monumental and classicized modern 
design. Some of these elements are the composite vvalling techniques in the classical 
Ottoman tradition and the open pavilions vvith tali slender colıımns— a motif that 
can be traced back to a wide range of precedents from Iran and Central Asia to 
Ottoman imperial kiosks and pavilions.

A fevv other projects by Sedad Eldem in this period, such as his competition entry 
for the Adana Municipal Palace (fig. 6.15), demonstrate that it was not jııst the vvood- 
en houses but also the more monumental stone architecture of the Seljuks and 
Ottomans that Eldem studied for inspiration. In the Facıılty of Sciences building of 
Ankara University, designed in collaboration vvith Paul Bonatz, he accentuated the 
axial layout of the campııs vvith a symmetrical arrangement of imposing, stone-clad 
buildings. The monumental entrance porticos sııpported by tali colıımns, along vvith 
the use of Seljuk and Ottoman details sııch as the “porcupine cornice” and stalactite 
column capitals, epitomize the national architecture movement (fig. 6.16).

Largely the legacy of these three architects— Eldem, Onat, and Bonatz— the 
svviteh to a heavier, classical, monumental expression and to the incorporation of his- 
torical motifs in detailing vvas particularly pervasive in Ankara, vvhere architecture 
came to be identified vvith the povver of the State. The nevv trend manifested itself first 
in the design of the nevv railroad station (1935-1937), a building of great symbolic sig- 
nificance as the primary point of entry to the Capital. It vvas designed by Şekip Akalın, 
an arehiteet in the Ministry of Public Works and a gradııate of the engineering school 
in İstanbul, vvhich vvas novv an important contender in an architectural scene long 
dominated by the academy. Behind the imposing symmetrical entrance vvith tali 
colonnades flanked by roıınded projections on each side, a spacioııs passenger hail, lit 
by a large glazed façade, led to the tracks beyond. To one side of the main building 
sat the station casino (gar gazinosu), a restaurant-cafe, illustrating the paradigmatic 
modernist formal composition of the time: a horizontal block balanced by a vertical 
clock tovver (see fig. 4.6). The main hail is a superb example of this classicized mod­
ern architecture, meticulously detailed in marble, brass, and vvood and lit by the dif- 
fused light filtering through the roof truss (fig. 6 .17).70 Photographs of the opening



Fig. 6 .1 5 . Competition entry 
for the Adana Municipal 
Palace (1944) by Sedad Hakkı 
Eldem in collaboration vvith 
Samim Oktay and Demirtaş 
Kamçıl, shovving Eldem's 
heavy, classicized, stone-clad 
architecture of the early 1940s. 
Fig. 6 .1 6 . Detail of the 

entrance portal of Ankara 
University's Faculty of Sciences 
(1943), by Sedad Hakkı Eldem. 
Seljuk and Ottoman motifs are 
incorpo-rated into the monu- 
mental stone portal, especially 
the muqarnas details, relieving 
arches, and the "porcupine 
cornice."



Fig. 6 .1 7 . Ankara Railroad Station (1935-1937). Photographs from the official albüm showing 
the transparency of the elevation facing the tracks (top) and a view of the roof trusses above the 

Central hail (bottom).



ceremony of the station are particularly illustrative of 
the mood of the period, when offıcial ceremonies be- 
came quasi-religious rituals displaying the power of the 
State in the public realm (fig. 6.18). They show the prime 
minister, Celal Bayar, inaugurating the building while 
the minister of public works, Ali Çetinkaya, and other 
republican leaders, ali wearing hats, look on. Poliçe and 
army offîcers and spectators watch from across the road, 
cars are ceremonially parked in the plaza, speeches are made, and flags flııtter.71 A few 
years after the opening of the new station, Bedri Uçar’s State Railroads directorate 
building was completed adjacent to the station (1941), carrying this austere official 
style associated with the State to an even heavier and more monumental expression 
(fig. 6.19). The four-story-tall colonnaded entry of the stone-clad building is topped 
by the winged emblem of the State Railroads, completing the overall feeling of affin- 
ity to Nazi architecture of the same period.

In 1943, the New German Architecture exhibition was featured in A rkitekt  vvith
photographs of Albert Speer’s work in Berlin and of the viaducts of Paul Bonatz.72
While the commentary, by Abidin M ortaş, was cautious and largely descriptive, the 
text of Bonatz’s opening talk, published in full, offered to Turkish architects one of 
the majör attacks on avant-garde modernism in favor of a modern interpretation of 
the classical. Embellishing his talk vvith quotations from Adolf Hitler, Bonatz criti-

Fig. 6 .18 . Ankara Rail­
road Station (1935-1937), 
by Şekip Akalın. An 
official photograph of 
the opening ceremony in 
1937.



Fig. 6 .1 9 . Monumental classicism and the use of giant orders in the early 1940s: elevation dravving 

of the State Railroads headquarters building (1941), by Bedri Uçar.

cized both expressionism and the “new objectivity” (i.e., the Bauhaus) as “individu- 
alistic experiments” of the chaotic period after the First World War. Celebrating the 
recent birth of a new architectural ideal in Germany, he presented the classical as the 
antidote to the ills of individualism, pluralism, experimentation, and open-endedness 
in art and architecture: “For us, classical means the will to attain the final and the 
absolute. In other words, it means a distance from the fashions of the day and the 
vvhims of the individual. As in the great periods of antiqııity, the individual will not 
represent his or her self but will conform to the common will of the public. The art 
of construction will be carried out in the same way as politics. N ot a multitude of 
meanings but one siııgular meaning will be expressed.”7-’

It is important to note that Bonatz carefully differentiated between this ideal and 
a mere imitation of the classical architecture of the Greeks and Romans. Classicism  
vvas not a “period style” but a timeless principle that had to be internalized and 
“made into the contemporary expression of our ovvn tim e.” That is vvhy, he argued, 
as much as a retıırn to the traditional techniques of each nation’s ovvn soil vvas a nec- 
essary foundation, there vvas also a need to master modern techııiques and tıırn 
bridges, viaducts, dams, and povver plants into cultural monuments.74 The desired 
nevv “national classic a rt” could not be derived by replicating historical styles or copy- 

ing their motifs.
It vvas this idea of classicism as perfectly compatible vvith the search for a m od­

ern and national Turkish architecture that appealed to Turkish architects, Sedad 
Eldem in particular. At the end of his talk, Bonatz referred to the commonality of 
ideals betvveen Germany and republican Turkey, implicitly proposing the classical 
ideal as an appropriate patlı for Turkish architects: “Ankara offers a good example of 
vvhat a nation can accomplish in less than tvventy years, under the leadership of a 
strong statesman. Great vvaves of construction do not alvvays and necessarily follovv 
great political upheavals. Yet vvhen these tvvo coincide, as in the rise of modern Turkey



and in today’s Germany, and if ali the forces are directed toward a great singular goal, 
extraordinary things can be accomplished.”75

Even vvithout Bontaz’s endorsement, Turkish architects had many reasons to be 
attracted to the classical ideal in architecture. First, in the light of the new nationalist 
theories of Turkish history and language mentioned earlier, the classical heritage of 
Anatolia (its Greek, Hellenistic, and Roman heritage) vvas as much a part of the com- 
mon ancestry to vvhich Tıırkish roots extended as vvas the heritage of the Hittites and 
Sumerians. Second, many of these first-generation republican architects had been 
trained in the classical academic tradition of the Academy of Fine Arts before the 
complete dismantling of that tradition in the 1930s, and hence they vvere familiar vvith 
the precepts of classicism. M ost importantly, the idea of the classic not as a style but 
as a transhistorical model of rational architecture vvas a povverful formulation that 
vvould allovv them to be “classical” and “modern” at the same time. The fact that in 
Europe and the United States, architecture shovved similar tendencies to classicize 
modern buildings into a more official and monumental expression further strength- 
ened Turkish architects’ sense of being part of the international community in archi­
tecture, albeit vvith each country championing its own state. In that sense, the 
architectural historian Bernd N icolai’s seemingly paradoxical designation of this peri­
od in modern Turkish architectııre as one of “international national style” is highly 
convincing.76 By contrast, Tıırkish architectural historians’ more typical characteriza- 
tion of the period as one of a “second national style” follovving the international style 
of the early 1930s (vvhich had, in turn, follovved the “first national style” of Ottoman  
revivalism) is problematical.77 Sharp binary oppositions betvveen “international” and 
“national,” “modern” and “historicist” do not do justice to the fact that throughout 
the 1930s the pictııre vvas far more blurred. Whether they vvorked vvith the “cubic” 
modern forms of the Nevv Architecture or vvith the classicized, stripped-dovvn official 
buildings of the 1940s, Turkish architects vvanted to be “modern” yet grounded in tra­
dition, “national” yet simultaneously part of Western civilization.

A majör event representative of the Turkish architectural culture of the period in 
ali its aesthetic, symbolic, and political dimensions vvas the international competition 
for the Grand National Assembly building in 1937. Out of fourteen entries, three vvere 
avvarded first prize by an international jury that included Willem M . Dudok from 
Holland, Ivar Tengbom from Svveden, and Hovvard Robertson from England. These 
projects, by the Austrian Clemenz Holzmeister, the Frenchman Albert Laprade, and 
the Hungarian Alois M ezara, ali had monumental, classical façades vvith tali colon- 
nades and vvere made even more imposing in the perspective renderings vvith sharp 
shadovvs, statues, flags, inscriptions, and wall reliefs (fig. 6.20). Of the three first prize- 
vvinners, the project by Holzmeister vvas eventually bııilt, its completion extending 
into the 1950s (fig. 6.21). Turkish architects participated vvith similarly imposing 
monumental buildings that, in their gargantuan scales, dvvarfed the individual before 
the overpovvering presence of the state. Even a modernist architect like Seyfi Arkan,





Fig. 6 .21. Top: VVİnning project for the Crand National Assembly competition (1937) by Clemenz 
Holzmeister. Bottom: A 1950s postcard of the completed building.



designer of many “cubic” buildings of the New Archi­
tecture, produced an enormous classical building ap- 
proached by monumental stairs and marked by an 
oversized statue of Atatürk on the axis of symmetry.
Only one entry chose to make allusions to the mosque 
form, with a domed assembly hail and two minaret-like 
towers (fig. 6 .22); the jury characterized this project as a 
“fantasy that lacked an overall coherence.”78

Bruno Taut, just months before his death, produced 
a sketch design for the Grand National Assembly with- 
out officially entering the competition (fig. 6.23). It was 
a “conceptual exercise” that to a certain extent also 
catered to the prevailing nationalist sentiments. Crowning the top of the hill over- 
looking Ankara’s government complex, Taut’s project carried reminiscences of his 
expressionistic Stadtkrone  projects of 1919. The project description accompanying 
the sketches combined the quasi-religious and spiritual overtones of expressionism 
with the democratic ideals of the nation-state and resorted to classical analogies: 
“The National Assembly Complex will rise on a hill dominating the city like some 
kind of Acropolis. But this is not an Acropolis for the temples of gods as in Athens, 
but a complex for governing the country and making its laws. This will be a unique 
location, symbolizing for future generations the heights of civilization attained by the 
young Kemalist Turkey.”79

The ultimate nationalist State monument of the republic, however, is Anıt-Kabir 
(literally, “monument-tomb”), the mausoleum of Atatürk and stili the “holiest” site 
of modern Turkey. An international competition was held for it in 1942, and the final

Fig. 6 .22. Project for the 
Grand National Assembly 
competition (1937) by 
Joseph Vago. The incor- 
poration of dome and 
minaret forms into the 
classical design was con- 
sidered inappropriate for 
the secular nationalism 
of the republic.



hııilding was completed in 1955. The transformation of 
Atatürk into a cult hero personifying the nation had 
already begıın in his lifetime. Public spaces, squares, 
schoolyards, and parks throughout the country were 
rapidly filled with statues of Atatürk sitting, standing, 
on horseback, in military oııtfits, or in civilian clothes, 
and every public building displayed busts and portraits 
of the national hero (fig. 6.24). It can be said that the 
production of Atatürk imagery has been a majör industry in modern Turkey, not 
unlike the production of religious icons in Catholic and Orthodox communities. To 
this day, his image on posters, banners, and lapel pins and in photographs reprodueed 
for mass consumption is used by Kemalist and secularist groups in Turkey to make 
statements against other groups, Islamists in particular.

As in architecture, so in sculpture, German and other European artists played a 
majör role both as educators and as creators of republican monuments and Atatürk 
statues.80 Some of the earliest ones, such as the equestrian statues of Atatürk in front 
of the Ethnography Museum in Ankara (1927) and the Atatürk Monument in İzmir

Fig. 6 .23. Project for the 
Grand National Assembly 
competition (1937) by 
Bruno Taut alluding to his 
earlier ideas of "crovvn- 
ing the city" (Stadtkrone).



Fig. 6 .2 4 . The transformation of Atatürk into a 
near deity and the proliferation of Atatürk 
statues, monuments, and busts: the making of 
the Atatürk Monument in Çankırı (1944).

(1932), were commissioned to the Italian sculptor Pietro Caııonica (fig. 6.25). The 
Victory Monument in Ulus Square, Ankara (1927), and another of the same name in 
Afyon (1935), the equestrian statue of Atatürk in Samsun (1931), and the standing 
statue of Atatürk in Konya (1926) were the vvork of the Austrian sculptor Heinrich 
Krippel, one of the most prolific artists who worked in Turkey (fig. 6.25). In 1937, 
Rudolph Belling, a former member of the Novembergruppe in Berlin, vvas appointed 
head of the scıılpture section at the Academy of Fine Arts at the same time that Bruno 
Taut vvas brought into the architecture section. Along vvith his role as an educator, 
Belling vvorked on a monument to ismet İnönü, the next presideııt after Atatürk’s 
death, sat as a jury member for the Anıt-Kabir competition, and directed and advised 
the tom b’s scıılpture program during its construction. Perhaps the most paradigmat- 
ic monument of this nationalist period is the Güven  (Trııst) Monument in Kızılay 
Square, Ankara (1935), by Anton Hanak and Joseph Thorak— a monument epito- 
mizing the influences of Nazi art (fig. 6 .26).81 Placed in the heart of ııevv Ankara, this 
monument consisted of a granite wall shovving, in bas-relief on one side, Atatürk 
flanked by foıır naked youths. On the other side of the granite vvall vvere placed tvvo 
freestanding figures vvith austere expressions and a heavy, monumental feel. The entire 
monument rests atop a granite pedestal vvith allegorical human figures in relief, the 
date inscribed in Roman numerals on one side, and the vvords o f Atatürk— “Turk, be 
proud, vvork hard, and trııst!” (Türk, öğün, çalış, güven !)— o r  the other.

After his death on 10 November 1938, the national day of mourning, Atatürk’s 
elevation to the status of “deity” vvas complete. Thereafter his image vvatched över the 
entire nation from every corner. He vvas given the title “eternal leader” (ebed i sef), and



Fig. 6 .25. Two of the most famous equestrian statues of Atatürk, made by European sculptors in the 
early republican period. Left: Victory Monument in Ulus Square, Ankara (1927), by Heinrich 
Krippel, vvith VVar of Independence scenes carved on the pedestal and free-standing figures of sol- 
diers and women in the war placed at its base. Right: Atatürk Monument in İzmir (1932), by Pietro 
Canonica, also vvith an allegorical representation of the VVar of Independence in high relief on the 

pedestal.



Fig. 6.26. The "Trust Monument" in Kızılay, Ankara (1935), by Anton Hanak and Joseph Thorak. The 
other side of the monument has two free-standing figures and the inscription "Turk, be proud, work 
hard, and trust!"

the international competition vvas held for the design of his mausoleum, vvhich, 
according to one architectural historian, vvould be “a design beyond style and outside 
time.”82 The competition brief stated that it vvould be a place for paying respects to 
Atatürk, “in whose person the entire nation is symbolized.” It should commemorate 
Atatürk “as soldier, president, statesman, scieııtist, intellectual, and great Creative 
genius” and should evoke feelings of “respect, dignity, and immortality.”83 From its 
conception, Anıt-Kabir, located on top of Rasattepe Hill, vvas the ultimate monument 
to the casting of the nation as secular religion, the nationalist substitute for a space 
of religious ıitual, prayer, and spirituality.84

Out of forty-nine entries, eight projects (three of them by Turkish architects, 
three by Italians, one German, and one Svviss) vvere short-listed. Collectively the 
entries demonstrated a fascinating mix of historical precedents and nationalist refer- 
ences. There vvere many pure solids in the spirit of Boulee and Ledoux: monumental 
pyramids (Giovanni M uzio), bulbous objects upon circular plans (Clemenz 
Holzmeister), and Roman “pantheons” vvith frescoes and gold mosaics (Arnoldo 
Foschini) (fig. 6.27). Among the Turkish architects’ entries there vvere references to 
Seljuk tombs vvith pyramidal roofs (Kemali Söylemezoğlu, Kemal Ahmet Aru, and 
Recai Akçay), to Central Asian Turkish tombs vvith cylindrical forms and circular



Fig. 6 .27. "Anıt-Kabir," a competition entry for Atatürk's mausoleum, Ankara (1942), by Arnoldo 
Foschini.



Fig. 6 .2 8 . Three projects by Turkish architects in the competition for Atatürk's mausoleum, Anıt 
Kabir (1942), shovving the use of forms from Central Asian, prehistoric Anatolian, and Seljuk 
sources. Entries by the team of Kemali Söylemezoğlu, Kemal Ahmet Aru, and Recai Akçay (top), 

Sedad Hakkı Eldem (middle), and Necmi Ateş (bottom).



plans (Sedad Hakkı Eldem), and to Egyptian temples 
mixed with Hittite symbols (Necmi Ateş) (fig. 6.28). The 
vvinning scheme, by Emin Onat and Orhan Arda, imple- 
mented vvith majör revisions and taking fifteen years in 
construction, vvas a monumentalized and abstract ver- 
sion of the classical ternple incorporating numerous pre- 
historic Anatolian references in its decorative program 
(figs. 6.29 and 6 .30).S5 As its architects stated in their 
explanation of the design, it vvas a built manifesto to the 
prevailiııg nationalist history theories that connected 
the history of Mediterranean and world civilization to 
the history of the Turkic peoples:

Oıır past, like that of ali Mediterranean civilizations, goes hack thousands of years. It starts 
vvith Sumerians and Hittites and merges vvith the life of many civilizations from Central Asia 
to the depths of Europe, thus forming one of the main roots of the classical heritage. Atatürk, 
rescuing us from the Middle Ages, vvidened our horizons and shovved us that oıır real history 
resides not in the Middle Ages but in the common sources of the classical vvorld. In a moııu- 
ment for the leader of our revolution and our savior from the Middle Ages, vve vvanted to reflect 
this nevv consciousness. Hence vve decided to construct our design philosophy along the ration­
al lines of a seven-thousand-year-old classical civilization rather than associating it vvith the 
tomb of a sultan or a saint.®’

The site plan of Anıt-Kabir is laid out along tvvo perpendicular axes loaded vvith 
allegoric significance. The axis of the mausoleum proper culminates on the citadel in 
the distance, symbolizing Ankara’s “old city” as the heart of the heroic years duriııg 
the War of Independence. The other axis— the “processional alley”—  corresponding 
to the main approach, visually extends tovvard the Grand National Assembly and the 
Çankaya Hills, symbolizing the nevv seat of the modern, secular republic. The pro-

Fig. 6 .2 9 . VVİnning 
design in the competi­
tion for Anıt-Kabir, 
Atatürk's mausoleum 
(1942), by Emin Onat 
and Orhan Arda. 
Construction of the 
mausoleum was com- 
pleted in 1955.



ANKARA

cessional alley is lined on both sides vvith Hittite lion 
figures, and the two groups of statues marking the 
entrance to the alley (a ırıale youth, peasant, and soldier 
on one side, three grieving women on the other) bear 
stylistic affinities to Mesopotamian sculptures (fig.
6.31). Both the lions and the human figures were the 
work of Hüseyin Özkan, a student of Rudolph Bel-ling’s. The monumental stairs 
leading to the mausoleum are flanked by two majör groups of wall reliefs telling the 
saga of the War of Independence— “Sakarya Battle” to the right, by İlhan Koman, 
and “The Final Battle” to the left, by Zühtü Müridoğlu— again executed in the genre 
of prehistoric wall reliefs. On the ceiling of the eolonnaded entrance portico, 
Anatolian kilim motifs are inscribed in colored and gold mosaic, classicizing folk art 

into high art.
Monumentality, national symbolism, and povver constituted the primary preoc- 

cupations in the architectural discourse of the early 1940s. The Anıt-Kabir competi­
tion was follovved in 1944 by a national competition for the Victory and Unknown 
Soldier monuments in Çanakkale, commemorating the battle of Gallipoli during the 
First World W ar.87 Many prominent Turkish architects participated with imposing 
stone and brick monuments, again alluding to a range of historic and prehistoric 

precedents, tomb forms, and monumental arcades.
By the mid-1940s, the enthusiasm with which the New Architecture was wel- 

comed in 1930 had been irretrievably lost, aloııg with references to the modernist 
avant-garde, the machine age, and the revolutionary spirit. This closing of the long 
1930s with its modernist legacy is best captured by a highly symbolic event. Betvveen

Fig. 6 .30 . Typical 
postcard of Ankara 
shovving Anıt-Kabir and 
the Victory Monument



Fig. 6 .3 1 . References to prehistoric and folk sources of Anatolia in Anıt-Kabir (1942-1955). Top: 

Hittite lions along the processional alley. Bottom left: Figures representing youth, peasant, and sol- 
dier, by the Turkish sculptor Hüseyin Özkan. Bottom right: The ceiling of the colonnade around the 
mausoleum, shovving it decorated vvith kilim motifs in gold mosaic.



Fig. 6 .3 2 . The edipse of the "N ew  Architecture' 
in republican Ankara. Conversion of the 
Ankara Exhibition Hail, a modernist icon of 
the early 1930s, into the State Opera and 
Ballet (1948) by Paul Bonatz (bottom , 1990s 
photograph). The flat roof, horizontal band 
windows, and tovver of the original building 
vvere eliminated, and a classical "diamond- 
order" colonnade vvas added to the front of the 
novv heavier-looking building (right).



1944 and 1948, the Ankara Exhibition Hail (1933), one of the most paradigmatic 
buildings of the New Architecture, designed by Şevki Balmumcu and an icon of Kema­
list public space for fifteen years, was transformed into the State Opera and Ballet by 
Paul Bonatz. The modernist aesthetic and constructivist composition of the original 
building vvere irreversibly demolished— its horizontal band vvindovvs filled in, its ver- 
tical tovver eliminated, and its façade remodeled vvith a classical colonnade of Seljuk- 
Ottoman orders and details (fig. 6.32). With this conversion, an architectural culture 
initially mobilized by ideals of modernity, progress, free expression, and contempo- 
rary construction vvas defeated by one of classicism, nationalism, and state povver—  
as in many other places from Germany and Italy to Russia and the United States. 
Ironically, as this conversion vvas under vvay, the single-party regime of the RPP vvas 
dravving to an end, and the new Democrat Party vvas extending its povver base vvith 
more liberal policies and politics. Within a fevv years, the 1950 elections would carry 
the Democrat Party to povver, concluding three decades of early republican history.



Conclusion

Ali nationalist architecture is bad but ali good architecture is national.
— Bruno Taut, Mimari Bilgisi, 19381

I n  v i s u a l  t e r m s , the architectural history of the early republican 
period in Turkey vvas primarily a succession of stylistic experiments: first Ottoman  
revivalism, then the modern forms of “New Architecture,” and not long after that the 
resort to vernacular and historical references. From about the time of the Young Turk 
revolution of 1908 to the end of the RPP’s single-party regime in 1950, every impor- 
tant shift in the cultural politics of the state unfolded in the form of a different archi­
tectural vocabulary, each one critical of what preceded it. W hat gives this period its 
coherence, its “deep structure” under the surface of visible stylistic shifts, is the strong 
political and ideological charge of architecture in the service of nation building. 
During this period, “style” vvas not an autonomous aesthetic realm or simply a tech- 
nical matter internal to the discipline of architecture. It vvas a povverful vehicle 
through vvhich political leaders and professional architects sought to “imagine” the 
nation vvhere it did not exist. This is a point frequently missed by architectural histo­
rians, vvho tend to divide the early republican period into three stylistically defîned



phases: “the first national style” (Ottoman revivalism), the “international style” (the 
New Architecture), and the “second national style” (vernacular and classical refer- 
ences). These terms, vvhich suggest a switching back and forth betvveen the poles of a 
national-versus-international dichotomy, obscure the fact that regardless of changes 
in formal expression, nationalism  vvas the driving force of Turkish architectural cul­
ture betvveen 1908 and 1950.

The position of modernism (or Yeni M imari, the Nevv Architecture) vvithin this 
larger search for national expression is a particularly intriguing topic that I have tack- 
led in this book from different angles. By the time modernism “arrived” in Turkey 
under the rubric of the Nevv Architecture, it had already lost its critical edge in the 
West and had become an aesthetic formula certified by the term “international style.” 
This label amounted to a tacit admission that the rationalist and functionalist doc- 
trines could not offer an adequate basis for formal articulation and that modernism 
was, before everything else, a “style.” Although many modernist architects continued 
to follovv this aesthetic formula as a deliberate stylistic choice, others, including Le 
Corbusier himself, had already started experimenting vvith nevv regionalist aesthetic 
sensibilities.2 The unifying claims of “international style” could no longer conceal the 
fact that the modernist canon of abstract, geometric forms, flat roofs, cantilevers, and 
curves vvas only one among many possible vvays of articulating modern form during 
the intervvar years. While the celebrity figures of modernism such as Le Corbuier, 
Walter Gropius, and Mies van der Rohe perfected this aesthetic canon, many other 
modern architects vvere cjııietly vvorking outside the canon and producing vvorks the 
true significance of vvhich would be appreciated much later, often posthumously. 
Notably, Alvar Aalto of Finland, Bruno Taut, vvho left Germany for Japan and 
Turkey, Dimitris Pikionis in Greece, and Sedad Hakkı Eldem in Turkey represented 
such departures from the dominant canon.

Nevertheless, in the 1930s the doctrines of rationalism and fıınctionalism vvere 
stili povverfııl arguments against the old order in architecture (classicism, academi- 
cism, and beaux-arts), and the progressive connotations of these doctrines remained 
highly appealing to revolutionary or reformist ideologies everyvvhere, including 
Kemalisin in Turkey. Polemicists for modernism, both in Turkey and abroad, contin­
ued to portray abstract, geometric forms as the most rational and historically 
inevitable expressions of the modern zeitgeist— that is, of the nevv materials, con- 
struction techniqııes, and lifestyles of the so-called “machine age.”3 The abstract and 
universalistic formal language of modernism may seem an unlikely choice for national 
expression, but it vvas certain heroic attributes associated vvith these forms (i.e., revo­
lutionary, scientific, and progressive) that resonated so well vvith the spirit of the 
Kemalist revolution. There is no doubt that these modern forms fulfilled an important 
role in boosting national morale, giving visual expression to the nevv regime’s as- 
pirations of joining tvventieth-century industrial civilization. For a brief period in 
the early 1930s, modernism vvas the “national style” of Kemalist Turkey, precisely



when in Europe and the United States the term “international style” was attached 

to it.
Whereas arguments about the “machine age” at least had some real historical 

hasis in vvestern Europe and the United States, they vvere seriously out of place in the 
Turkey of the 1930s, a war-torn, poor, and predominantly agricultural society. The 
nevv methods of industrial building production (prefabrication and serialized pro- 
duction of construction materials and components in concrete, steel, plate glass, and 
nevv synthetic materials) that vvere claimed to be the raison d’etre of modern forms 
vvere largely nonexistent in Turkey throughout the early republican period. Fiat roofs 
vvere neither “logical” nor “economical” given the state of the building industry and 
the unavailability of advanced insulation techniques, not to mention the climatic con- 
ditions of northern regions including Ankara and İstanbul. Large openings and wide 
cantilevers vvere far from being “rational” when the prevailing mode of building vvas 
stili largely limited to traditional load-bearing construction in brick or stone. In the 
end, the celebrated modern buildings that gave the early republican era its distinct 
architectural character vvere often built as formal compromises vvith respect to the 
aesthetic canons of “international-style” modernism. In many cases they vvere hybrids 
of modern forms (terraces, cantilevers, rounded corners, continuous window silis) 
and traditional materials, traditional construction methods, and traditional concep- 
tions of symmetry and proportion.

Also nonexistent in early republican Turkey vvere an effective civil society, a mod­
ernist mass culture, and an autonomous bourgeoisie that could nurture architec­
ture oııtside the official domain of the state.4 When one looks at the history of early 
modernism in Europe and the United States, one sees that the most innovative and 
enduring ideas in modern architecture vvere produced on the initiative of individual 
industrialists and manufacturers, local governments, and independent organizations 
for reforming crafts and design education. In these industrialized countries, questions 
of production, housing, and urbanism vvere Central to the definition of modernism, 
and the transformation of architecture into a commodity for mass production and 
mass consumption vvas a basic precondition for the modernist vision of a more dem- 
ocratic society. In Turkey, although the aesthetic canons of modernism vvere quickly 
internalized, this “democratization of architecture” vvas not accomplished, nor vvas 
its absence debated in a rigorous way. Architecture remained an elite profession as it 
alvvays had been, no longer connected to the imperial court but novv tied almost exclu- 
sively to state patronage.

Ultimately, in the absence of the industrial and socioeconomic conditions vvithin 
vvhich modernism emerged in the West, vvhat republican architects imported from 
Europe remained, in essence, “a style”— a particular way of formally articulating 
republican buildings so that they vvould lo o k  modern and not “O ttom an.” The rep- 
resentational function of buildings— their capacity to visually communicate the char­
acter and ideals of the nevv nation— took precedence över other important but 
visually less spectacular issues such as materials, construction, financing, landscape,



housiııg, ıırbanism, and the use and maintenance of buildings. These issues were 
regarded as purely technical matters, perhaps of interest to the professional commu- 
nity but secondary to the larger cultural and ideological significance of exterior form. 
To use the terminology of Jiirgen Habermas, “aesthetic modernism” was imported 
before “societal modernity” was accomplished.5 This is not to say that societal moder­
nity could possibly have been “accomplished” in the image of the Western model, 
given the natııre of the Turkish state, bııt that does not alter the point. Until the 1950s, 
modern architecture in Turkey was a contrived representation  of a desired but non- 
existent modernity, not the natural outcome of the country’s transformation into a 
modern society by its own internal dynamics.

On the other hand, it needs to be reemphasized in the stroııgest possible terms 
that even in the industrialized West, modern form was never exactly a “natural” out­
come of modern industrial society and that architecture can never separate itself from 
its representational function. There vvas alvvays a margin of indeterminacy betvveen 
the forces of modern society (nevv functions, nevv materials, nevv construction tech- 
ııiques, ete) and the canonic architectural forms of the Modern Movement. As maııy 
architectural historians observe today, contrary to the claims of the official modernist 
discourse, modern forms did not arise out of logical considerations of program, site, 
materials, and construction aloııe, althoııgh these are important and necessary con­
siderations for any good architecture, not jııst modernism. Something else vvas at 
stake vvith modernism: the aesthetic preferences of individual architects and the pro- 
gressiveness associated vvith these nevv abstract forms were often the real reasons for 
their pervasiveness. In Turkey, the formal repertoire of simple volumes, undecorated 
surfaces, curves, and cantilevers captured the architectural imagination so effectively 
not because these were the only “rational” and “functional” forms possible but 
becaııse they represented an obvious break vvith the Ottoman dynastic past and pro- 
duced buildings that lo o k ed  like  contemporary buildings in Europe. By the late 1930s, 
when the republican regime vvas fully Consolidated in Turkey and overt references to 
the Ottoman past were effectively erased, the stylistic repertoire of the modernist 
canon had largely fulfilled its initial mission. The abstract geometric formalism of the 
Nevv Architecture vvas no longer capable of fulfilling the desire for national expres- 
sion, and efforts to “nationalize the modern” began to intensify.

If one looks beyond their polemical statements and “cubic” designs, there is evi- 
dence that the proponents of modernism in early republican Turkey vvere at least the- 
oretically avvare of the pluralism inherent in a truly rational (not rationalist) approach 
to architectural design. That is vvhy they vvere so much opposed to stylistic identifiers 
such as “cubic” and “international style” and often talked about the “architecture of 
the Kemalist revolution” (inkilap mimarisi) as an ideal that vvas stili formless, stili in 
process. What they did not entertain vvas the idea that it is precisely this formlessness 
and open-endedness— that is, an implied resistance to efforts to turn modernism into 
a stylistic orthodoxy— that a critical modern architecture is ali about. In most of 
their vvritings, they rightly declared that there vvas no single and universally valid



“international style,” but many different approaches to modern architecture. They 
argued that the qualifier “modern” was not the monopoly of “cubic architecture” 
alone, nor did it exclude responsiveness to culture and context. Their critique of 
“cubic architecture,” however, fell short of opening up a critical, nonideological 
understanding of modern architecture. Even when they were critical of the reduction 
of modern architecture to “cubic,” what they were really after was to replace the per- 
vasiveness of cubic forms vvith the pervasiveness of an alternative formula that could 
better represent the nation. As Bruno Taut cogently captured the idea in 1938, a 
regionalist sensitivity to culture and context (resulting from a critique of abstract 
modern forms) need not be collapsed into a “nationalist” agenda. But this is largely 
what happened in Turkey in the aftermath of the critique of “cubic architecture.” 
Whereas a regionalist concern for local materials, climate, topography, and culture 
imply diversity, difference, and plurality, a nationalist agenda seeks, above ali, a uni- 
fied image representative of a unified nation. In the historical circumstances of nation 
building in Turkey, the plurality and diversity inherent in a critical understanding of 
modern architecture did not fit the homogenizing nationalist agenda of the republi­
can regime.

The historical coupling of modern architecture vvith nation building in the 1930s 

has been a mixed blessing for Turkish architectural culture. On one hand, the alliance 
of modernism vvith the official ideology of the State gave the architectural profession 
an unprecedented importance, forcefulness, and larger sense of mission, unlike the 
feeling of impotence architects have experienced in later periods of modern Turkish 
history. By the same token, hovvever, this alliance instrumentalized architecture as a 
form of visual politics, blunting the critical edge of modernism and compromising the 
autonomy of the discipline vvith respect to the State. If modernism is defined as a crit­
ical discourse that is not only against established stylistic canons but also against 
authority in general, then modernism in Turkey was flavved from the moment of its 
arrival in the country under the sponsorship of an authoritarian State. And if moder- 
nity, the very ideal that modernism claimed to represent visually, is defined as “a cul­
ture oııt-of-bounds,” ıısing the words of Susan Buck-Morrs,6 then it cannot be confined 
vvithin the boundaries of a nationalism— or of any other particularistic definition of 
identity, for that matter. In this sense, “a modern and national” architecture, the 
exalted ideal of republican architects, vvas a contradiction in terms, unless one uses 
the term “national” (not “nationalist”) in the way Bruno Taut used it, simply to des- 
ignate an architecture responsive to history, context, and culture in an unselfconscious 
manner.

Retrospectively speaking, independent of the particular stylistic choices that pre- 
vailed from aboııt 1908 to 1950, the fundamental flaw of Turkish architectural culture 
in the early republican period vvas the charging of architecture vvith larger political 
and ideological meanings. Especially after the proclamation of the republic, architec­
ture assumed a larger-than-life mission in Turkish nation building, not just literally 
but also symbolically. The public buildings of the new republic were identified vvith



CUMHURİYETİN 
CANLI ESERLERİ

the republic itself (fig. C. I). This is by no means a com- 
mentary on the architectural quality or significance of 
individual works. Many “cubic” buildings produced in 
the I930s were superb examples of modern architec­
ture in terms of their formal articulation and aesthetic 
composition. Others, which tried to “nationalize the 
modern” by incorporating historical and vernacular 
sensibilities, anticipated by decades the “regionalist” 
and “contextualist” trends that became popular in 
architectural theory and practicc only after the 1960s. The fundamental flaw of 
Turkish architectural culture had to do not vvith the individual vvorks but vvith the 
larger role architecture assumed in transforming society according to the official ide- 
ology of the regime. Ultimately, its legacy has largely been an austere and official- 
looking architecture associated vvith the State— a top-to-bottom  “civilizing mission” 
that, for technical and cultural reasons, failed to effectively penetrate the society at 
large and change the lives and outlooks of ordinary people in any substantial way.

This book was vvritten as an account of this top-to-bottom  mission. It has relied 
largely on cultural evidence (texts and images in official, professional, and popular

Fig. C.t . The identification 
of early republican archi­
tecture vvith nation build­
ing: "The Living VVorks of 
the Republic," a collage 
published in Yedigün 

(1939).



publications) that inevitably represent the views of republican elites: political leaders, 
intellectuals, leading architects, artists, and joıırnalists vvho aligned themselves vvith 
the Kemalist vision. To vvhat extent ordinary people accepted their vision and to what 
extent they resisted it is stili an issue of contentious and lively debate in Tıırkey. İn 
architecture, as in ali other areas of cultural production, many more studies are need- 
ed to uncover the dissenting voices or simply the “silences”— hovv people accepted, 
contested, resisted, or transformed the official models presented to them.7 A very vis- 
ible case of hovv these “silences” are finally erupting into a cacophony of voices is the 
predicament of mosque construction in Turkey. Having been totally neglected by early 
republican architectural culture (or occasionally interpreted in abstract modernist 
designs far removed from traditional precedents), mosque construction has come 
back vvith a vengeance since the 1980s. The sheer quantity, poor quality, and stylistic 
pastiche (domes, minarets, and other traditional markers in cheap materials) of many 
recent mosques vvould be enough to make early republican architects turn in their 
graves. Another example is the case of Standard apartment life in mid- to high-rise 
concrete blocks, vvhich has become the residential norm in Turkey, especially after the 
1950s. Both the designs of the apartmeııts and the maııner in vvhich they are inhabit- 
ed often shovv little resemblance to the thoroughly Westernized models that the 1930s 
“cubic apartmeııts” displayed. Many aspects of traditional domestic life (such as a 
separate ceremonial guest roonı, family eating in the kitchen, or a Turkish-style toilet 
in addition to a Western-style bathroom) are incorporated (sometimes forced) into 
these modern apartmeııts.8 Rather than modern architecture transforming its inhabi- 
tants into Westernized citizens, it vvas often the inhabitants vvho transformed modern 
architectııre into hybrid expressions defying the early republican belief in the social 
engiııeering povver of architecture.

Looking back from the 1990s, it is not difficult to conclude that the social engi- 
neeriııg mission of the 1930s failed dramatically in its effort to mold Turkey into a 
modern, secular, and thoroughly Westerııized society. The presence of İslam in socie- 
ty, as vvell as an interest in Ottoman culture, is on the rise there. The official culture 
of the Kemalist republic is incapable of expressing the self-image, tastes, and aspir- 
ations of an iııcreasingly vocal and visible civil society. The West itself seems less 
appreciative of the cultural production of Kemalist Westernization (including its 
architecture) than nıany Kemalist Turks had hoped. While students of architecture 
from Europe and the United States make pilgrimages to see the classical Ottoman 
architectııre of İstanbul, the “Nevv Architecture” in Ankara is rarely more than an 
uninteresting footnote in their itiııeraries. Classical Ottoman music and performanc- 
es by Sııfi religious orders attract huge audieııces in majör Western cities, vvhile the 
vvork of early republican Turkish conıposers follovving the norms of Western clas­
sical music remain uııknovvn to most Westerners. It vvould be easy to explain this avvay 
as another instance of Western “orientalism” if it vvere not for the fact that a major- 
ity of Turks feels the same way about, say, the government buildings in Ankara or a 
classical composition by the Turkish composer Adnan Saygun. Yet to this day the



strong identification of the buildings, music, or other cultural production of the 1930s 
with the near-sacred legacy of Atatürk has kept them beyond criticism, and any such 
criticism could easily be regarded as a threat to the republic itself. This is an unfortu- 
nate rigidity, because the hybrid cultural expressions of the 1990s reveal that although 
the Kemalist revolution may have failed to impose its own Western models, it suc- 
ceeded in ıındoing the cultural, artistic, and architectııral norms of a traditional 
Müslim society in a unique and irreversible way.

İn spite of the povverful visual culture, or what we might cali the “spectacle” of 
modernism, in the early republican period, it is only after the 1950s that one can talk 
aboııt “modern architecture” as a real force in Turkish society. The rapid moderniza- 
tion of the economy and the phenomenal urbanization unleashed by massive migra- 
tion from rural areas to majör cities dramatically transformed the architecture and 
urbanscape of Turkey at a scale far greater than that of any of the early republican 
interventions outlined in this book. As Turkish society faced the real historical condi- 
tions of modernity as well as its real problems, architecture lost its ideological charge 
in the service of the state. While many successful architects turned to private patroıı- 
age, the professioııal associatioıı of architects (the Turkish Chamber of Architects) 
assumed an oppositional voice in the political arena, especially after 1960. Since the 
1980s an even more powerful popular rcactioıı to the official cultural norms of the 
early republic has been ıınder way, to the exteııt that many people openly talk aboııt 
a “post-Kemalist” Turkey or a “second republic.” The present moment is ambiguoııs 
at best.9 On one hand, an invigorated polarization of culture betvveen “Kemalists” and 
“Islamists” frustrates hopes for a much-desired reconciliation betvveen the Western 
and traditional elements that make ııp Turkish culture and society today. It frustrates 
hopes of a pluralistic artistic and architectııral climate vvhere there is room for ali 
expressions: Western imports, traditional precedents, and Creative mixtures. On the 
other hand, there is something liberatiııg aboııt this critical moment. As the country 
makes peace with its Ottoman and Islamic past, and as the ideological natııre of mod­
ernism in the 1930s gets exposed, it may be possible to look at architecture as arcbi­
tecture rather than as the bearer of some larger message such as natioııal ıdentity. 
Only then can the architectııral culture of the early republican period be restored to 
its place in history and early republican buildings, once liberated from exclıısive iden­
tification with Kemalism, be physically preserved as part of the country’s architectur- 

al heritage.
An importaııt first step in this direction could be the establishment of a Turkish 

chapter of D O CO M O M O , the grovving international organization for the “docu- 
mentation and conservation of the Modern Movement” established in 1990. The very 
existence of such an organization testifies to the realization that modernism is no 
longer a universal ideology or a scientific doctrine but a historical period in architec­
ture like baroque or Gothic and deserves to be treated as such. Today in Turkey there 
is something extremely sad aboııt the built legacy of the 1930s. Many of the buildings 
mentioned in this book have already been torn down; others are transformed beyond



Fig. C .2. " Ruins of modernity": the restaurant-casino of Çubuk Dam in the 1990s, dramatically 
transformed from its original pristine modernist aesthetic (see fig. 2.12) and abandoned next to the 
dried-out reservoir. Fig C .3 . One of the few remaining examples of the "cubic villas" of the 1930s, 
standing empty and dilapidated in the 1990s, Göztepe, İstanbul.



recognition or simply forgotten in the postmodern building boom— including some 
that vvere majör cultural icons in the early republican period. To give but one exam- 
ple, a short trip to the Çubıık Dam and public garden outside Ankara is adequate. 
The restaurant-casino vvith its “ocean-liner aesthetic” built in 1936 (see chapter 2), 
that legendary republican icon vvhere once elegant ladies and their impeccably dressed 
companions dined and danced, stands in a pathetic condition, overlooking an equally 
pathetic dried-out reservoir (fig. C .2). Cheaply built additions have destroyed its orig- 
inal modernist formal composition, a condition exaggerated by nevv pink paint, and 
the park around it is littered vvith the vvaste of picnicking crovvds from the poorer 
urban fringes of Ankara. As for private houses and “cubic villas” of the 1930s, most 
of them have been demolished and replaced by high-rise apartment buildings of infe- 
rior design and construction. A few that are stili standing are in dilapidated condition, 
vvaiting for the highest-bidding developer (fig. C.3).

The predicament of these “ruins of modernity” invites us to reflect on the ulti­
mately historical nature of ali architecture and the need to preserve a sense of history 
against the latest attempts to erase it.10 Turkish architectural culture has already gone 
through too many experiments depending on shifts in cultural politics, sticking with 
none for long. If there is any consensus on the value of historical conscioıısness and 
cultural continuity, then post-Kemalist Turkey cannot afford to reject the architecture 
of the 1930s in the same way that the architectural culture of the 1930s rejected its 

Ottoman precedents.
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