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Emre Senan House 
Yahşibey, Dikili, Turkey 
 
 
This report is based on the Project Review review prepared by Dalila ElKerdany for the 2001 Aga 
Khan Award. It elaborates upon and updates the information provided by that report.   
 
 
I.  Introduction 
 

Emre Senan House is a private residential structure located in the mountainous region of the 
north Aegean coast, in the north-west of Turkey. The house is situated in the small village of 
Yahşibey, adjacent to the town of Dikili, 90 kilometres north of Izmir. The building of Emre 
Senan House has led to a number of other projects in Yahşibey, both residential and public. In 
terms of its architecture the house exemplifies a design approach that advocates a transformed 
contextual continuity. The respect it shows to the local environment, combined with its use of 
traditional building techniques and local materials, has generated an interesting strand of 
modernist interventions that blend extremely well with their context.    

 
 
II.  Contextual Information 
 
A.  Historical background 
 

Although the history of the north Aegean coast stretches back to antiquity, Yahşibey’s history 
is fairly recent. In the 1940s a devastating earthquake struck the region, reducing Dikili and 
many other towns to rubble. The catastrophe left many of its inhabitants homeless and in need 
of shelter. The reconstruction of Dikili began immediately after the earthquake, but some 
survivors believed that building a new settlement on the solid bedrock of adjacent mountains 
would be a much safer alternative. As a result Yahşibey was built on an adjacent hill, seeking 
the protection of its rocky terrain.   

 
B.  Local architectural character  
 

The advent of commercial developments and crude building practices has profoundly altered 
many areas on the north Aegean coast. Within a short distance of the village, seaside towns 
such as Ayvacic have been quite disfigured by developments catering for the growing tourism 
industry. Yahşibey, however, being a small village, has been spared this kind of damage. In 
fact, the region retains many areas of unspoiled countryside and villages that have not yet 
been discovered by mass tourism.   

 
The vernacular architecture of the region is an interesting mixture of Ottoman and Greek 
influences. The prevalence of Greek traditional styles is clearly a result of the large number of 
Greek settlers that lived here before World War I. Both influences, however, are quite similar 
in their response to climate, materials and topography. The differences are mainly formal 
when it comes to secular buildings; nevertheless, the plan typologies share a tendency to 
centralize and separate functions over two floors. The morphology of buildings in the Greek 
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vernacular employs the use of pure forms, while in traditional Turkish houses, such as hayat 
types, there is a pronounced difference between the lower and upper floors. The upper floors 
usually project outwards, thus forming a larger area than the lower floors. The construction 
materials are stone, wood, or a combination of both, depending on availability.     

 
The villages of this region are thus mainly small clustered organizations that cleverly address 
climate and topography, while also reflecting their inhabitants’ sense of community.   

 
 C.  Climatic conditions 
 

The climate of the region is generally moderate; its range of temperatures varies from a 
minimum of 6°C to a maximum of 34°C. Prevailing northerly winds can be quite strong. 
Average humidity is 69 per cent and average rainfall is 647 millimetres. The chart below 
gives average temperatures throughout the year.   

  
     

Month 
 

Min. temperature Max. temperature 

January 6°C 16°C 
February 6°C 17°C 
March 9°C 19°C 
April 10°C 12°C 
May 12°C 26°C 
June 16°C 30°C 
July 22°C 34°C 
August  21°C 33°C 
September 20°C 30°C 
October 16°C 25°C 
November 12°C 21°C 
December 9°C 18°C 

 
 
D.  Site and surroundings 
 

Yahşibey is a small village of 150 houses, built on a hillside overlooking the Aegean Sea. 
Until recently its number of inhabitants – currently around two hundred – had been steadily 
decreasing as young people moved away to larger towns and cities, where more job 
opportunities could be found. This demographic shift resulted in many abandoned structures, 
which were either left to decay or sold to outsiders as holiday homes. The main occupations 
of Yahşibey’s natives are fishing and farming, with olive oil production being a major 
activity. Most of the surrounding landscape is cultivated with olive trees, and the village has 
its own press for producing olive oil. 

  
The village consists of small rectangular masses scattered within an organic grouping of land 
plots, arranged in various levels (terraces). A series of narrow roads connects the plots, which 
are defined by high walls in order to ensure privacy for both houses and gardens. The land 
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boundaries, therefore, are the primary components that lead to the density of the fabric. The 
organic road network tends to run parallel to the contour lines, thus avoiding the necessity of 
steep vertical roads.  

 
This grouping engenders a great sense of community, yet at the same time the gardens and 
their enclosing walls provide a series of privatized multi-functional ‘nature plots’ that 
separate the houses from the public realm of the roads. The houses in Yahşibey are a 
combination of one- and two-storey structures, each of which is usually located on the 
boundary of its plot. Typically one enters the house via the garden, which is used to grow 
fresh produce for the kitchen (being planted with fruit trees, vegetables, etc.). Inside the 
house, the ground floor usually contains the living spaces, kitchen and bathroom, organized as 
a row of interconnecting spaces, while bedrooms occupy the upper floor. Some houses are 
organized around a central space, or iwan. 

 
The southern façades of the houses are typically articulated by small vertical rectangular 
windows so as to avoid the prevailing north-eastern wind. Northern façades, on the other 
hand, are usually closed and partially embedded in the ground in order to resolve the 
differences in level of the terracing.  

 
Yahşibey is mostly built out of local stone. Walls are constructed in interlocking layers of 
stone, traditionally held in place by their sheer weight, with a mixture of soil and straw acting 
as bonding agent and infill material for the gaps between the courses of stone. Roofs can be 
either flat or pitched. Flat roofs are traditionally made of soil and straw supported by a 
wooden structure, while pitched roofs are wooden structures sheathed with terracotta tiles.  

 
The identity of Yahşibey could be described as a reflection of its inhabitants’ cultural and 
economic homogeneity – it appears collectively to depict the powerful social and cultural 
bonds of the local community. This quality is quite common in such contexts. Here, however, 
an ongoing process of transformation is also taking place, triggered by a number of projects 
that have been implemented following the example of the Emre Senan House. Nevzat Sayın, 
the architect of these projects, has managed to reinvigorate the village with the aid of a design 
strategy that has emerged from his deep understanding and astute interpretation of the 
context. The projects appear almost as a chain of contextual mutations, starting with the Emre 
Senan House and currently ending with a proposal for an interdisciplinary design school. The 
impact that such interventions have had on Yahşibey has so far been extremely positive by 
reversing the village’s decline and increasing the population and economic gains for the 
locals. 

 
E.  Topography 
 

The site of the Emre Senan House sharply inclines towards the south: there is a height 
difference of approximately 7 metres between its northern and southern edges. This difference 
is resolved by treating the site as a platform, which is dropped 3 metres below the northern 
edge and 4 metres above the southern edge.  
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III.   Programme 
 
A.  What conditions gave rise to the formulation of the programme? 
 

Emre Senan, a renowned Turkish graphic designer and artist, had come across Yahşibey by 
chance when a business associate of his was in search of holiday home in the neighbouring 
seaside village of Balamadi. The associate did not buy a house, but Senan was entranced by 
Yahşibey and ended up buying an old house there. He used this house for a few years before 
deciding to build a new one. He found that he was spending more time in the village than he 
had expected, and thus needed a larger house to accommodate all his activities. 

 
The client, Emre Senan, and the architect, Nevzat Sayın, were well acquainted with one 
another before the design of the house began. Their long friendship facilitated Sayın’s 
understanding of the client’s needs and way of life.  

 
At the outset, the client was asked to prepare a description of the proposed building 
programme and requirements so that design could start. A list was duly prepared, along with a 
series of sketches that depicted the client’s dream house. Senan’s sketches were of two 
circular towers connected by a bridge over a pool of water, which would have been a 
completely alien intervention in Yahşibey. Naturally, the architect considered the ideas to be 
contextually inappropriate, and consequently tried to achieve a compromise between the 
client’s vision and the identity of the village. In any case, the architect’s proposal would have 
had to be approved by the village mukhtar, and therefore it was necessary that the plans were 
more or less in line with the rest of the village’s houses. Although the final design of the 
house has more in common with the character of the surrounding village than with the ‘dream 
house’ sketches, the owner found the result very satisfactory.  

 
B.  Functional requirements  
 

Emre Senan is involved in numerous activities, ranging from graphic design, painting and 
sculpture to collecting various objects such as bones, insects and fossils. Therefore, besides its 
regular functions (living, dining, sleeping, etc.), the house also had to offer a high level of 
flexibility in order to allow the owner to live and work there simultaneously.  

 
The requirements for the house were established as the following: a multi-purpose space that 
would accommodate living, dining and work activities; an open-plan, fully equipped kitchen; 
one bathroom on the ground floor; and two sleeping areas on the upper level.   

 
 
IV.   Description 
 
A.  Project data 
 

The 69-square-metre footprint of the house is located at the northern extremity of an irregular 
700-square-metre site. An old, dilapidated barn formerly stood on the site; both architect and 
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client decided to tear this down, and the materials were used to build the new structure. The 
house has two storeys and a total area of 160 square metres.   
 
The site’s slope was transformed into a platform connected to a lateral terrace, where a 
storage shed (which already existed) and an outdoor oven are located. The platform was then 
divided into two parts, one approximately 40 centimetres higher than the other. The southern 
side of the platform is raised approximately 4 metres above the level of the road, while on the 
northern side, which is where the house is embedded, the platform is approximately 3 metres 
below the adjacent road. The northern edge of the house is therefore a low closed façade that 
seals off the garden from the road, while the southern boundary comprises the retaining wall 
of the raised garden. As for the western and eastern extremities, they are flanked by adjacent 
properties, one of which – to the east – is Nevzat Sayın’s house.  

 
The property is entered through a small gate, located at the northern road level, at the eastern 
side of the house. The difference in levels is overcome by means of a stone-paved, conical 
shaped, sloping “ramp”, which begins in the garden and leads to the entry gate at its apex. 
The entrance to the house is on the south side and is articulated by three large glazed openings 
that connect exterior and interior spaces. These openings are situated at the centre of the 
house, creating a tripartite composition – a typical feature in the façade articulation of Greek 
vernacular architecture. The symmetry of the façade is actually a direct reflection of the 
centralized internal organization of the house. It is also emphasized by an axial rapport 
between the internal central space, the fireplace and the pool. The pool is abutted to the 
central opening, leaving only two side openings as the sole connectors between the garden 
and the house.  

 
This emphasis on frontality is in contrast to the house’s more subdued and closed northern 
edge, which blends in with the fabric of the village remarkably well: it does not disrupt its 
continuity of scale, materials or aesthetics. The building’s duality in terms of the different 
appearance and scale of its southern and northern sides is evident only upon entering the 
garden, where an otherwise concealed main front is visible. The site of the house and its 
raised garden is thus advantageous in two very different ways: on the one hand, its visible 
areas strictly adhere to the logic, scale and appearance of the surrounding village; and on the 
other, any visual diversity generated by its various typological references – which range from 
the indigenous to the industrial – is perceptible only within the private realm of the house.  

 
The house was designed as a monolithic rectangular volume: a thick, almost impenetrable 
shell of stone, supporting a concrete pitched roof sheathed in terracotta tiles. Internally it 
comprises an open multi-functional space divided by means of a light mezzanine structure 
into three parts: two lateral spaces connected by a corridor, and a central double-height space. 
Although the tripartite spatial organization of the house has its roots in the typology of 
traditional Ottoman liwan houses, the industrial inner feel of the spaces and even the overall 
appearance of the building do not ally themselves with any specific paradigm. In the words of 
Professor Dogan Kuban, an eminent researcher and acknowledged authority on the field, ‘the 
house could not be classified within the parameters of a specific typology’. Rather, the 
architect has used different models as a basis for cross-breeding various references within a 
minimal yet pictorial manner.   
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The mezzanine’s steel and wood structure is a light spatial divider that maintains the unity 
and openness of the space while simultaneously providing the necessary surfaces to 
accommodate various functions. A delicate, thin plane, it has been horizontally inserted into 
the space without disrupting the overall spatial unity.  
 
The house is designed as a shell or container; partition walls are not used to separate or 
compartmentalize functions. (The exception is the bathroom, which is carefully tucked behind 
the back wall of the kitchen.) As a consequence, most activities are not confined to closed 
spaces but occur as a sort of ‘functional mapping’, associated with certain utility objects – 
such as the kitchen counter or the fireplace – rather than with the space itself. This approach 
of dissociating form from function is also demonstrated by the use of certain elements that 
maintain a formal autonomy regardless of their multi-functionality. An example is the low 
concrete deck that runs along the entire north wall, which acts as a multi-purpose surface, 
transforming itself from seating bench to storage area to fireplace and then to stair landing on 
the western side of the space. Function in this project seems to have the ability to relocate and 
transform according to the user’s activities. It does not seem to need more spatial definition 
than that provided, In fact, the character of the space is altered as the user moves between 
different functions within. There is constant change taking place, and the house becomes the 
container for the change orchestrated by the user. The user’s awareness of such qualities has 
even permeated his personal design approach: a table designed by Emre Senan for the house 
has the capacity of being variously a worktop, a dining table, a painting (if viewed form the 
upper level) or a storage cabinet.  

 
B.  Evolution of design concepts 
 

1.  Response to physical constraints 
There are no specific regulations or building codes applicable to the property, but the design 
had to be approved by the village mukhtar prior to its construction. The approval was granted 
as the design was unobtrusive and very similar in scale and materials to the other houses in 
the village. In terms of physical constraints, there were two main questions to address: first, 
the topography of the site; and second, the general orientation of the building. The solution to 
both was the same as that found in traditional buildings in the village: topography was 
overcome by means of a terracing system, while orientation was optimized by closing up the 
northern façade and opening up the southern one. 

 
2.  Response to user requirements; spatial organization 
Although Emre Senan had envisaged his dream house in a very particular way, the final 
outcome of the project as designed by Nevzat Sayın was radically different. This does not 
mean that Senan’s sketches were disregarded, however; on the contrary, the design of the 
house successfully translates the sketches into a more contextual response, bridging the gap 
between the client’s vision and the existing context. Senan’s original sketches can be detected 
in the internal organization of the house and the specific location of the pool. The two lateral 
mezzanine floors echo the two towers connected by a bridge, as seen in the sketch, while the 
pool is of similar shape and proportions to that originally drawn by Senan. The finished 
design, although very different from the original vision, was very well received by the client. 
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The flexibility offered by the house is one of the aspects most appreciated by the client and 
was clearly a result of the architect’s conscious effort to tailor the house to the user’s 
character and needs. Emre Senan believes that the house is a perfect solution to his practical 
and aesthetic requirements; he would not want it to be designed in any other way.     

 
3.  Purely formal aspects 
The attributes of the house are quite clear and simple; they stem from the formal logic of the 
context and avoid any type of formal complexities. In a sense, the house is conceived as a box 
or a clear-cut geometric container with many functions. Its rudimentary form is the same as 
any typical village house and does not incline toward overt formal expression. The design 
adopts the architectural qualities of the village context and distills them into the three design 
principles or guidelines by which any new intervention in the village is governed: scale, siting 
and method of construction/material. These became the basis of Sayın’s method – one that 
has ensured continuity between the old and new within a process of architectural evolution.  

 
The Emre Senan House evidently marks the beginning of this evolutionary process, being the 
first in a series of projects that have had a notable impact on the formal structures of the 
village. The visible outcome has been an increase in the number of houses in the village, 
possibly soon to be joined by public buildings. (In social terms, too, these developments have 
had a profound effect, leading to cultural diversification and allowing the dying village to 
flourish once more.) The tangible architectural effects of such changes are embodied by 
subtle and carefully worked out solutions. In fact, none of the projects could be construed as 
intrusive within the architectural balance of the environment. However, this is not to say that 
contextualism – as in Sayın’s use of typological references – has been an end in itself. Rather, 
context in his case seems to act as the foundation upon which abstract design endeavour is 
built. It is perhaps for this reason that Sayın’s work remains harmonious with the existing 
context without merely reproducing its formal attributes in a literal manner. It is also evident 
that if one examines the body of Sayın’s work in Yahşibey as a whole one can detect a 
process whereby the typology, scale, massing, material and contextual character have become 
increasingly ethereal references, allowing the work to be opened up to an ever greater variety 
of interpretations. The architect’s references to the scale, materials and character of the 
context become backdrops for more abstract work. The architect moves from more derivative 
or traditional forms (Senan house) to more abstract ideas that originate from the context. An 
example is shown in how he uses the closed boundary wall as an integral part of each building 
(similar to the traditional manner of dealing with the boundary walls), yet contrasted to a 
much more transparent treatment of the opposite façade. The idea of a window also 
progressively disappears to be replaced with a glazed surface that renders the building as if it 
has been cut in section. The use of concrete also becomes more pronounced and in harmony 
with the pure forms that he uses. 

 
By way of example one might quote Dalila ElKerdany’s 2001 report on the house. In terms of 
the project’s underlying typology, she states the following:  

 
It is worth noting that the house has the same morphology as the hayat type while having no 
interior partitions. The void, or the central space, takes the functional and organizational role 
of the hayat, the difference being that it is indoor instead of out as is traditional. This subtle 
deviation transforms the hayat into a big qa’a (central reception hall), with its central durqa’a 
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(sunken area) and two iwans. It has almost the same scale and proportions as the Mamluk or 
Ottoman qa’a found in lavish houses in places such as Islamic Cairo. 
 
The house facilitates the reading of such a typology, yet it can also shift towards another of a 
completely different nature. Ultimately, the house could be read in relation to other building 
types such as barn structures or even industrial workshops. In short, the possibilities of 
interpreting the projects are many, but what the architect sees as fundamental is the continuity 
of the context and its reinterpretation within each of his interventions.  

 
 

4.  Landscaping 
The garden is divided into two levels by three sets of wide steps that cut it bilaterally into 
almost equal halves. The conical entrance ramp directs the visitor into the garden, where a 
rectangular pool forms the focal point of an otherwise irregular space. The pool actually 
divides the concrete paving located at the entrance to the house into two separate parts: the 
paving stops after providing an adequate space for seating in front of the openings, leaving 
the pool to project out into the unpaved green area. The water element has its roots in 
traditional Turkish houses, where fountains usually occupy the central space in gardens as 
well as in some of the internal rooms. It is a concept that is fundamentally connected to the 
Islamic conception of gardens. The pool gives the complex a dramatic and palatial quality, 
which is further emphasized by the symmetry of the garden façade.  

 
The landscaping was originally designed to comprise only a few shrubs, so as to simulate the 
dynamic qualities of the surrounding landscape without obstructing the view. At the owner’s 
request, however, a farmer from the village planted four rows of trees on a grid pattern, 
following the traditional system used in local fields. This went against the architect’s wishes, 
since the intention had been to maintain the views uninterrupted. 
 
A small terrace to the west of the property is set apart at a lower level by a wide flight of 
steps. A semi-covered corner forms a workshop and storage area, opposite which is a 
traditional outdoor bread oven with a projecting natural cover with grass growing on it.    

 
C.  Structure, materials, technology 
  

1.  Structural systems 
The foundations of the house were built directly onto the solid bedrock of the site. The 
structure is a combination of reinforced-concrete columns, beams and load-bearing stone 
walls. These walls were reinforced with a grid of steel members in order to increase the 
stability of the building and its resilience to earthquakes. Steel members, arranged in the same 
manner and proportions as in traditional structures, support the mezzanine level. The 
members are connected to a concrete beam, which runs around the building as a continuous 
‘bracelet’. The beam can be seen only in the building’s interior, where it divides the space 
horizontally into the two levels. The roof is a double-pitched reinforced-concrete structure 
supported by another continuous beam. Internally, the concrete roof is left exposed, showing 
the imprints of the formwork, while externally it is covered with terracotta tiles. The scale of 
the untreated ceiling gives a feeling of grandeur and emphasizes the monolithic qualities of 
the house overall. 
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2.  Materials 
Except for the use of polished marble for the ground-level flooring, the house is characterized 
by its use of materials in their natural or ‘raw’ state. The exposed, untreated texture of the 
concrete, which extends to the interior staircase, ceiling and garden pavement, complements 
the dominant natural feeling of the stone. In the interior space the stone walls are left bare, 
without plastering, which echoes the rustic feel of the village. In addition, the steel used in the 
beams, window frames and wire mesh is treated with a translucent sealant that maintains its 
natural colour. It was the owner’s idea to use panels of wire mesh within steel frames for the 
mezzanine handrails and kitchen cupboards, recalling the Turkish dolap used for preserving 
food before the advent of mechanical refrigeration. 

 
The marble tiles on the ground floor are perhaps the only element that is inconsistent with the 
general sensibility behind the choice of materials. Apparently the client insisted on marble for 
purely practical reasons pertaining to cleaning, cooling, durability and so on.  

 
The use of materials in the Emre Senan House was instrumental in the design methodology 
that Sayın has tailored for the context of Yahşibey.   

 
3.  Construction technology 
Throughout the construction phase, the architect and master builder were engaged in a 
process of dialogue and learning. It was a new experience for both: the builder had never 
worked with an architect before, and consequently the architect had to convey the design in a 
manner that would be accessible to the builder. Although the construction technology was 
mainly traditional, relying on local materials and labour, the architect introduced some 
building methods and ideas that were new. These included steel construction, the 
reinforcement of the stone load-bearing walls with steel members, and the reuse of stone from 
the existing barn structure and site. The architect also designed and implemented a drainage 
system for rainwater around the building – the first time this had been done in the village. 
Later on, the master builder installed the system in other projects. 

 
The stone-laying technique was a result of the collaboration and exchange of ideas between 
the architect and master builder. In fact, it was the master builder who introduced the 
technique used in the project, which the architect considered more ‘natural’ and appropriate 
than that which he had initially envisaged. 
 
The high level of refinement, precision and purity of the Emre Senan House could not have 
been achieved without the architect’s understanding of local materials and the builder’s skills 
and his willingness to learn from and cooperate with the master builder’s approach. The 
project is a perfect example of high-quality architecture that does not necessarily rely on high-
technology applications. 

 
Tansel Korkmaz, an architectural critic and professor at Yildiz Technical University, 
describes the project as being ‘spontaneous in terms of the construction process, which is 
something that the context necessitates. Although Nevsat Sayin is quite obsessive about 
construction, he realized that in that specific context he would have to change.’ This level of 
spontaneity is yet another indication of the architect’s understanding and active engagement 
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with the context. For Sayın, the context is understood not only in terms of its picturesque 
qualities but also in terms of the various forces that shape it. 

 
4.  Building services and site utilities  
While electricity and water are utilities shared by the whole village, sewage is treated 
individually in each house through a sceptic tank that allows the earth to absorb its contents. 
Clean water has recently been mechanically pumped from a large well below the village and 
raised to a reservoir. From here water is channelled through a system of pipes to the different 
buildings in the village, including the Emre Senan House. 
 
The house is heated via one main fireplace. The chimney incorporates an area of thin metal 
sheeting, located at mezzanine level. This is designed to increase the surface area from which 
heat can radiate and consequently help the house heat up more quickly. 

 
D.  Origins of technology, materials, labour force, professionals 
 

1.  Technology and materials 
The technologies and building materials used were primarily local.  

 
2.  Labour force 
A very small number of workers were involved in the construction process: the master 
builder; two trained workers; and three assistants, who handled materials, carried equipment 
and performed the less skilled tasks. In addition, an electrician and a metalwork technician 
were brought from Dikili, the nearby town.   

 
3.  Professionals  
The architect, his office collaborators and the structural engineer are from Istanbul. No 
contractor was involved, just the master builder, who has always worked in the area.  

 
 
V.  Construction Schedule and costs 
 
A.  History of project 
 

The house was designed in February 1999. All drawings and details were completed in June 
the same year, when construction began. The construction period lasted only four months, and 
the house was ready for use by late September 1999. Some alterations were made to the 
design during the construction phase: the roof, for example, was changed from wooden beams 
to exposed concrete, and the floor was tiled with white marble instead of concrete. The pool 
was also shortened in order to avoid the main water-supply pipe, which ran across the garden.     

 
B.  Total costs and main sources of financing 
 

The total cost of the land was USD 10,000, while the construction cost was USD 32,000. The 
owner provided private funds for the project. 
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C.  Comparative costs 
 

The owner has compared the cost of the house to that of a medium-sized car. The architect, 
meanwhile, has stated that the cost of the Emre Senan House was around the same as that of 
one of the poorly built cement-block constructions that are fast spreading in the area which 
range between $200 - $250. To him, the Emre Senan House is an alternative way of building 
that is very cost-effective.   

 
D.  Qualitative analysis of costs 
  

The cost of construction works out at USD 200 per square metre.  
 
E.  Maintenance costs 
 

The house is expected to have an excellent ‘life performance’. This is due to the strength of 
its structure, its use of resilient materials and the high quality of its craftsmanship. Except for 
the occasional application of rustproof sealant to its steel elements, the house is basically 
maintenance-free. The running costs of the house are probably high, however, in comparison 
with the other village dwellings. More electricity is needed for all the comfortable modern 
appliances, such as the oven, microwave, dishwasher, refrigerator and freezer. Water 
consumption is also higher because the swimming pool will need to be emptied once a year 
for cleaning purposes.   

 
 
VI.  Technical Assessment 
 
A.  Functional assessment 
 

Functional flexibility is one of the central ideas on which the spatial organization of the house 
is based. In effect, the open space of the house affords any user the capacity to shift or change 
activities at will. It is what the owner calls a ‘box of concepts’: ‘concepts’ in this case can be 
construed as the owner’s ideas, or the works that he constructs within the confines of the 
house. The actual location in which the work is carried out becomes irrelevant, so long as it is 
contained and sheltered. This aspect is clearly demonstrated by the way in which the lighting 
system has been conceived. Instead of light sources being fixed to specific areas, long wires 
with light bulbs can be moved and / or clamped to the steel members of the mezzanine floor, 
as required by the various activities taking place around the house. Thus the idea of function 
being fixed to a specific location is to a great extent inapplicable in this house. 

 
The house provides a thorough and balanced solution for its user. It is clear that the owner is 
very fond of it and is particularly pleased with the flexibility and interactive quality it offers. 
In 2005 Emre Senan will move permanently to Yahşibey and the house will become his full-
time residence.  
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B.  Climatic performance  
 

The house performs well in relation to the local climatic conditions. Its massive stone walls 
provide sufficient insulation, while its orientation succeeds in protecting the interior spaces 
from the strong prevailing north wind. During the summer, three small openings in the ceiling 
directly above the central void enhance the wind flow and ventilation into the space, while the 
eastern rectangular window and the round opening at the opposite end serve to provide cross-
ventilation along the longitudinal axis of the building. Rainwater is collected from the roof 
and channelled to the garden. 
 
The bathroom ventilation is insufficient – although done by mechanical means – and a 
stronger fan may be needed. An opening in the west façade, currently a storage area, would 
provide light and proper ventilation for the bathroom.  

 
The large southern openings of the house provide ample light and ventilation for the house. 
At the same time these openings require a shading device to provide protection from the sun 
at certain times of the year. At the owner’s request, the architect did not design a shading 
system; instead Senan himself designed three colourful vinyl blinds, which he uses to cover 
the windows during the summer.   

 
C.  Choice of materials and level of technology 
 

Taken together, the materials and construction techniques provide one of the most important 
contextual aspects of the project. The architect has devised a powerful design method that 
allows him to work freely within Yahşibey without disturbing its architectural and spatial 
balance. Naturally, the choice of materials and construction techniques has been to a certain 
extent dictated by the context. Nevertheless, the sensitivity with which these materials are 
used elevates Sayın’s projects into distinct extensions and developments of their context. It is 
also evident that the combination of commonly found materials with others that are not 
normally employed in the locality (concrete and steel) reflects the nature of the projects 
themselves which, although deeply rooted in their context, possess qualities that are entirely 
their own.    

   
1.  Ageing and maintenance 
As with the traditional village houses, the Emre Senan House is expected to age well, fighting 
time, erosion and decay and being durable and viable in the long term.  

 
2.  Design features 
Economy of language, formal purity, spatial quality and elegant proportions are some of the 
attributes that set Sayın’s projects apart from the naive simplicity of their context. Although 
the house is profoundly inspired by the place, the architect has in effect raised these 
references to a higher level of sophistication. The project therefore demonstrates that the 
vernacular can be a dynamic force in shaping powerful design strategies that can be defined 
as ‘modern’.  

 

 12



It is worth noting that, although it has a grandiose interior scale, the house maintains a humble 
profile in respect of its neighbours. Its north side, indeed, is connected to an adjacent building, 
which helps ‘dilute’ the house within the fabric of Yahşibey.  

 
The Emre Senan House has caused dynamic change and general improvement in the village. 
Eight new projects have been started in the village, having a strong impact on its physical 
structure and stimulating more interest in the village. The abstract interpretation of context 
and of traditional dwelling typologies has been a recurring factor in all of Sayın’s projects in 
the village.  

 
 
VII.  Users 
 
A.  User profile 
 

The house is used by Emre Senan, an unmarried artist / graphic designer, who is well 
educated and informed. Senan has travelled extensively – both for exhibitions and for his own 
pleasure – and is an active member of the Turkish intelligentsia. As one of the country’s more 
renowned artists, he could be described as belonging to the upper–medium income bracket.      

  
B.  User response 
 

The owner is extremely fond of the house, which he appreciates as a simple yet aesthetically 
pleasing environment. To him, the house makes living and working a highly pleasurable 
experience. The local community is also fond of the house and its owner; they have 
developed strong ties with Emre Senan and he is now considered part of their community. 
The locals’ opinion of the house seems divided: while some identify with the house and find 
it very similar to their own, others regard it as an interesting oddity in the village.    
  
Nevzat Sayın is a respected and acclaimed architect in Turkey. His work, including the Emre 
Senan House, has been published in both Turkish and international publications. 
Undoubtedly, the professional community recognizes the importance of the project and how it 
has helped Yahşibey to flourish. Architectural professionals also recognize the strength of the 
project’s design methodology and its sensitivity towards the cultural and architectural 
environments of its context, as well as its development of the Turkish vernacular.   

 
A few people, however, have criticized the project as a pastiche, with visual references that 
ultimately reduce it to a stylistic exercise.  
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VIII.  Project personnel 
 

In addition to the architect, Nevzat Sayın, the design team included assistant architect Elvan 
Ultuuku.  
Structural engineer: Celal Erdem.     
Master builder: Aydemir Yilmaz.  

 
 
Sahel Al-Hiyari 
May 2004  

 14



Emre Senan House 
Dikili, Izmir, Turkey – 2001 report by Dalila ElKerdany 
 
I. Introduction 
 

The Senan House is a private holiday home built in the tiny village of Yahsibey, beside 
Dikili, on the Aegean coast, 90 kilometres north of Izmir. In its use of local labour and 
traditional techniques and building materials, the project is contextually harmonious with 
the organic urban fabric and vernacular houses of the village. Following the main 
morphology, form, structure and components of the hayat Turkish house type, the 
residence is composed of one multifunctional volume, divided horizontally into two 
levels. A central void influences the different spaces and functions. The inside and 
outside only seem to intersect on the south side where the grand opening of the house 
faces the garden and the pool. 

 
II. Contextual Information 
 
a. Historical background 
 

Emre Senan, a renowned Turkish graphic designer, was visiting Bademli, a neighbouring 
village to Yahsibey, with a business associate who was interested in buying a house there 
by the sea. Although his associate did not buy a house, Senan fell in love with the 
traditional village of Yahsibey and decided to purchase an old farmhouse. He used this 
house as a weekend retreat for a few years before deciding to build a new, modern, 
comfortable house. 

 
He asked Nevzat Sayin, an architect and a friend of ten years, to design the new house for 
him in the same village on a nearby plot with an old barn. As was his standard practice 
with clients, the architect asked Senan to write down his requirements for his dream 
house. After a day or two, the client came back with numerous sketches that included two 
extraordinary towers with a connecting bridge that looked like part of a castle. In a single 
long session that began at about 7pm one evening and ended at 6am the next day, the 
architect interpreted the dream and transformed it into the current design, which is a 
building in absolute harmony with the others in the village.  

  
b. Local architectural character 
 

The north Aegean coast, once a beautiful procession of ancient ruins, fishing villages, 
olive groves and quiet beaches, has fallen prey to rash development. Just 41 kilometres 
north of Dikili is Ayvalik, a booming resort town with beaches, seafood restaurants and 
panoramic views of the Aegean islands. Connected to it by a causeway is Alibey Adasi or 
Cunda, an attractive island that shows Greek influence. It has a seaside promenade with 
local restaurants and cafés, abandoned Greek churches and hundreds of condominiums 
advertised in Turkish, German and English. 
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The houses in the local villages are a simplified version of the hayat Ottoman-Turkish 
house type. It is important to give a brief description of the unique configuration of such 
houses. According to Professor Dogan Kuban, an eminent researcher and acknowledged 
authority in the field, it is ‘a two-storeyed house where the functional separation into 
levels is fundamental: services on the ground floor, living quarters on the first floor. A 
typical house form, bayt, common in Islamic architecture, it consists of two rooms 
separated by a central iwan, with a large semi-open gallery in front of them. The ground 
floor is irregular, shaped according to the pattern of the street. There is a pronounced 
duality between the lower and upper floors. The house at the ground-floor level turns its 
back on the street and has barely any windows. Upper floors are articulated, projecting 
over the ground-floor walls, with windows – although screened by lattices – looking onto 
the street. The anterior façade of the house opens by means of a two-storeyed gallery 
onto the courtyard or garden. This gallery is called the hayat, the characteristic feature of 
the house, both the core of its design and its communication centre, with an open-air 
quality, like a courtyard, portico or balcony. It functions as the central court. An occupant 
opening the door of his room faces the elements. Because of this peculiarity, the 
functional relationship between the tent and the Turkish house is often cited. The use of a 
room in a Turkish house has also been related to a tent interior because, as in a tent, the 
centre of the room is empty. Divans surround the centre and the room is multifunctional.’ 

 
The fireplace and water are important elements in the hayat house. Fountains are found in 
the middle of rooms in lavish houses, while every room has a corner or a niche for 
washing, even in the simplest houses, as well as water basins in the garden for decoration 
and/or animal use. The construction material for the typical house is timber, brick or 
stone or a combination, depending on the local availability of materials.  

 
c. Climatic conditions 
 

Fertile planes and river valleys, low hills and higher mountains rising from the coast 
make up the Aegean region. It enjoys a range of mild temperatures and is usually warm 
in the summer. Prevailing northerly winds can be very strong, while a change of the wind 
direction to the south in the coastal area is common. The maximum temperature is 
42.7ºC, the minimum -8.2ºC. Average humidity is 69 per cent and average annual rainfall 
is 647 millimetres. 

  
d. Site context 
 

Yahsibey is a small village on a hill to the north of the coastal fishing village of Bademli. 
It has only 200 inhabitants and 150 houses, more than half of which are abandoned. 
Young people prefer to leave in search of better work opportunities in urban centres. 
Residents are fishermen and olive farmers and the village has its own oil factory. 
 
The vernacular, anonymous houses are scattered along the hill in different organic 
terraced levels. Village house styles are all but uniform, characterized by their articulated 
small size, primitive single storeys, stone-wall construction, and pitched roofs covered 
with red terracotta tiles. The houses follow the irregular street patterns, while the main 
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orientation is south. Houses turn their backs on and have no openings to the north as the 
north wind can be fierce in winter. 

 
The hayat always faces south, opening onto a garden. The typical house has two rooms 
plus a small kitchen and a small primitive oriental toilet with a round wall, always 
separated from the house and located at the end of the garden. Although quite simple, the 
houses bear all the hallmarks of the traditional hayat Ottoman-Turkish house. 
 
The village has its own mosque with a graceful minaret, a coffee shop, a school that is no 
longer functioning, an old marble fountain and an oil factory. Although these public 
buildings are different in scale, form and construction materials, they form a unity and 
harmonize with the small houses. The inhabitants travel to neighbouring villages for 
groceries and health facilities. 
 
In spite of the relative poverty of the people, they are quite liberal and tolerant of 
strangers. They have a unique community bond that is manifested through a willingness 
to share. A better-off man decided to give food to the community every Sunday in thanks 
to God after his son survived a trauma. He provides the ingredients and the village 
women share the cooking and cleaning up. Everyone in the village as well as passers-by 
are invited to lunch, which takes place in front of the oil factory. 

 
e. Site topography 
 

The site of the Senan House sharply inclines towards the south. A difference of more than 
3 metres is evident between the street level to the north and the edge of the plot to the 
south. This edge drops again by 90º, with about 4 metres difference from the other side. It 
is not possible to enter from the street on the south. 

 
III. Programme 
 
a. What conditions gave rise to the formulation of the programme? 
 

The client and the architect had had a close friendship for more than ten years before 
planning the house, so the architect felt that he knew the personal, social and working 
habits of Senan very well. However, it was challenging for him to bridge the gap between 
his client’s needs and wants, as represented in Senan’s sketches for his dream house. It 
was important for the architect to build a structure that would be harmonious with the 
indigenous architecture of the village. He started the design process by conducting a 
photographic and sketching survey of the local buildings prior to the drawing phase. The 
Yahsibey mokhtar, the village mayor, had to approve the drawings before construction 
could begin. His only instructions were that the building should not be higher than other 
houses and the built ground area had to be confined to the same size as that of the 
previous building on the plot.  
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b. Objectives 
 

The programme objectives were simply to build a new private house for the owner as a 
weekend retreat, with all the modern comforts. A space was also to be provided for him 
to work. However, it was important to the architect to create a building that harmonized 
and blended well with the village buildings. 

 
c. Functional requirements 
 

The minimum needs of the client were established. Two separate sleeping areas were 
required, in addition to a sufficiently large multi-purpose room for living, working, 
eating, socializing and so on. A small, modern, Western-style bathroom and a well-
equipped kitchen were important elements for the owner. 

 
IV. Description 
 
a. Project data 
 

On a large plot of 700 square metres, a clearly defined rectangular cubic volume on 96 
square metres was erected on the most northerly part of the land. The volume from the 
inside of the building is an open-functioning single space; a barn-like impression 
prevails. In spite of being a single volume, in reality and atmospherically, the house is 
divided horizontally into two levels. The upper level is divided into two spaces for 
sleeping, which resembles the musandira (gallery) element in the room of a hayat 
Turkish house. The ground floor contains an open, multi-functional space, with an open-
plan kitchen and a separate small bathroom behind the kitchen. The two floors make a 
total of 160 square metres. A large void in the middle of the house connects the two 
storeys visually while giving focus and accentuation to the inside volume. Reinforcing 
this axial focus, the house opens onto the garden only from this void by means of a grand 
southern opening that covers the entire long side of the rectangular plan and extends to 
the full height of the house. In the middle of the opening, abutting it, a long clear 
rectangular pool, one metre deep, stretches to the south. The inside and the outside only 
seem to interact at the point of this grand opening. The ceiling is a double pitch of 
monolithic exposed concrete.  

 
b. Evolution of design concepts 
 

Response to physical constraints 
 
The project utilized the slope of the site to its maximum advantage. The ground was 
levelled beside the higher northern street so that the garden was level with the street. 
Rocks in the ground and stones from the old barn were reused in constructing the new 
surroundings. This gives way to the two-storey building, with its interior grand scale and 
high ceiling, that retains a humble impression from the street. In fact, from the outside, 
the house appears to belong to the village’s modest vernacular dwellings as if it has 
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always been there. The house was built on the same footprint as the old barn. This 
resulted in a similar and harmonious quality to the new/old plot ratio. 

 
Turning its back to the north while opening to the south, the house achieves a 
magnificent view of the village, the sea and the islands. This also means that the house 
follows the village building tradition in avoiding the strong north wind. 
 
The stepped nature of the village and the house site in particular allows for privacy. The 
garden and the interior spaces cannot be seen from the street, nor from any neighbouring 
houses. 
 
Response to user requirements and spatial organization 
 
The architect saw that the owner liked to live and work in a large space with defined 
boundaries. The reality of this preference contradicted the image of the dream house that 
Senan had sketched for the architect. However, the owner was delighted with the 
architect’s design, more so after the completion of construction. He particularly 
appreciates the flexible, interactive quality that the space affords him. The space is 
flexible enough to allow for different types of use, such as living, eating, partying, work 
and exercise. The unadorned exposed stone walls encourage the hanging of practical 
items, large murals and different types of displays.  

 
The open, fully equipped kitchen is a key element in the house for the owner who is an 
accomplished cook and a sociable person. Cooking can be pleasantly and comfortably 
performed while socializing. The large modern fireplace can be used for cooking as well 
as for heating. 
 
Sleeping takes place on the mezzanine. Although open to the living area, it is quiet 
enough for a single occupant. 
  
Purely formal aspects 
 
The juxtaposition of the clear-cut geometrically shaped volume of the house with the 
site’s organic irregularity is stimulating; it shows a philosophical inclination towards the 
contrast between the concentration of man-made artefacts and the flow and spontaneity of 
nature’s genius. This concept has always manifested itself in all great classical 
architecture, from the Pharaonic to the Islamic. 

 
It is worth noting that the house has the same morphology as the hayat type while having 
no interior partitions. The void, or the central space, takes the functional and 
organizational role of the hayat, the difference being that it is indoors instead of out as is 
traditional. This subtle deviation transforms the hayat house into a big qa’a (central 
reception hall), with its central durqa’a (sunken area of the qa’a) and two iwans. It has 
almost the same scale and proportions as the Mamluk or Ottoman qa’a found in lavish 
houses in places such as Islamic Cairo. 
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A geometrical play of different-sized rectangles takes place in the different planes of the 
house. In plan, the house shape is a rectangle, as is the central void and the pool. The 
front elevation has a single large rectangular opening divided into three equal parts. The 
rear, north elevation has a rectangular chimney in the centre. The side elevation has an 
elegant rectangular slot for a window. Even the white marble slabs laid on the ground 
floor visually connect the width of the chimney, the central window and the outside pool. 
Design decisions have been carefully made, giving unity, harmony and appeal to the 
complex and its inner spaces. 

 
In spite of the apparent clarity of the construction technique and materials, the reinforced-
concrete side columns and the intermediate beams are hidden behind the massive stone 
walls. Only the two central columns and the main roof beam are exposed. This gives an 
elegant vertical scale to the south elevation while reinforcing the geometrical quality of 
the single-unit composition. 
 
The strong, well-proportioned form needed no ornamentation or decorative features. Only 
two five-pointed stars were carved into the stone on either side of the grand opening by 
the master builder as a sign of his appreciation for the house. 
 
At a later stage, the owner-artist designed three vinyl blinds to protect the house from the 
sun. With brightly coloured ink-jet designs, they will make a strong Pop-Art statement 
when hung on the bare, harsh walls of the façade. The same technique was used for 
another large vinyl sheet that has been laid on the ground in the central void, between the 
fireplace and the huge window. All the furniture was designed by the artist and 
manufactured in the village by local people. The empty central area of the large 
multifunctional space, with its inbuilt divans on the north wall, is reminiscent of the 
interior quality of the traditional Turkish room, which is itself much influenced by the 
tent layout. The artist designed other practical furniture, including a long movable multi-
purpose table with a central slot for painting equipment. This slot has a sliding cover that 
can transform it into a dining table. An armchair, wooden box and a simple chair are the 
only other pieces of furniture. Mezzanine floors contain simple, low beds. The owner 
decided to add what he needs with time. Light fixtures are simple, original and cheerful 
while being harmonious with the atmosphere. 

 
Landscaping 
 
The garden is divided into two levels with three sets of wide steps that cut it into almost 
equal halves from side to side. The entrance has an interesting triangular quality with a 
coned ramp resolving the difference between the street and the garden levels while 
directing movement to the garden. The landscaping uses the sharp rectangular pool as a 
focal point and organizing element, rolled out like a carpet across the concrete paving. 
The paving stops after it has provided an adequate seating area in front of the window, 
leaving the pool to project out into the green ground. 
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The water idea follows its traditional use in Turkish houses. Fountains have always had a 
central place in Turkish gardens, as well as in some rooms. This is a concept that is 
fundamentally connected to Islamic rituals and modes of behaviour. 

 
The architect added a few shrubs to reinforce the flow and dynamic quality of the natural 
contours of the land. However, at the owner’s request, a farmer from the village planted 
four rows of fruit trees on a grid pattern, following the traditional system used in local 
fields. This did not please the architect because it contradicted the prevailing idea of the 
contrast between the man-made and spontaneous nature. 
 
A section taken from a neighbouring building to the west is set apart at a lower level by a 
wide staircase. A semi-covered corner forms a workshop, opposite which is a traditional 
outdoor bread oven. The oven has a projecting natural cover, with grass growing on it to 
continue the feeling of a green lawn covering the whole ground. 

 
c. Structure, materials, technology 
 

Structural systems 
 
The structure of the house is a combination of reinforced concrete columns, beams and 
weight-bearing stone walls. The mezzanine floor is carried by steel beams, arranged in 
the same manner and proportions as traditional timber structures. The roof is exposed, 
double-pitched, with reinforced concrete covered with red terracotta tiles. The scale and 
unfinished quality of the ceiling gives a feeling of grandeur while the structure works as a 
whole monolithic system. 
 
Materials 
 
Except for the use of reinforced concrete, a general application of noble natural materials 
is prevalent in the construction elements. The exposed, untreated texture of the reinforced 
concrete, which extends to the interior staircase and garden structures, complements the 
dominant natural feeling. Stone walls are left bare, without plastering, which gives an 
interesting primitive, organic texture. Steel used in the beams, window frames and in wire 
net is treated against rust with a translucent chemical paint. It was the owner-artist’s idea 
to use panels of wire net within a steel framework for the mezzanine handrails and the 
kitchen cupboards, recalling the Turkish kitchen furniture, tel dolap, that was used for 
preserving food before the advent of mechanical refrigeration. 

 
The ground floor is covered with white marble tiles, detailed with a simple pattern to give 
focus to the centre of the house. These continue to the outside as a finish around the pool. 
The flooring of the sleeping quarter is pine, which gives a warmer feeling than the 
ground level. The wood is laid in a simple fashion that is both neat and sensitive to the 
detailing. 
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The fireplace, in contrast to decorated traditional ones, is very simple and painted with 
whitewash. Its steel mantel, which continues vertically to the mezzanine, gives warmth, 
the elegant elongated proportions adding to the spatial qualities. 
 
Construction technology 
 
The architect and the master builder were engaged in a mutual learning process and 
dialogue during the construction phase. Although the construction technology was 
mainly traditional, depending on local materials and labour, the architect introduced 
certain new methods and ideas that had not been used locally before. Among the newly 
introduced construction technologies were steel construction, the reuse of stones from the 
original plot, the oven insulation, and the metal mantel around the fireplace. The architect 
also designed and implemented, for the first time in the village, a drainage system for the 
rainwater that fell around the building. Later on, after learning the method, the master 
builder adopted this technique for other newly built houses in the village. 

 
On the other hand, the master builder introduced a different stone-laying technique to that 
of the architect. After he built a sample, the architect approved of his method and 
confessed that it was more natural and appropriate to the surroundings. 
 
It is to the credit of the project that the finishing and the building quality of the Emre 
Senan House is outstanding in its purity and refinement. This level of precision, although 
performed with local materials, technology and labour, could only be achieved through 
good supervision on the architect’s part, and a willingness to learn from and cooperate 
with the master builder’s approach. 
  
Building services and site utilities 
 
While electricity and water are common utilities in the village, sewage is treated 
separately by each house. Clean water has recently been mechanically pumped from a 
large well down the hill and raised to a reservoir on top of the hill. The water is then 
channelled through a system of pipes to the different buildings in the village. The house 
has a system for collecting and reusing rainwater for watering the garden. 

 
An efficient, elegant fireplace has been installed for heating and sometimes cooking. The 
metal sheets on the upper floor help to heat the house quickly. 

 
d. Origins of technology, materials, labour force, professionals 
 

Technology and materials 
 
The technology and building materials were mainly local, except for the metalwork, 
coming from the village. The master builder, an intelligent man, studied and learned the 
techniques introduced by the architect and applied them, with the help of local labour.  
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Labour force 
 
A very small group of workers was involved in the construction, including the master 
builder, two trained workers and three assistants who handled materials, carried 
equipment and performed the unskilled tasks. An electrician and a metalwork technician 
were brought for specific tasks from Dikili, the nearby town.  
 
Professionals  
 
The architect, his assistants and the structural engineer were from Istanbul. No contractor 
was involved, just the master builder who has always worked in the area. He lives in 
Bademli, just down the hill from Yahsibey. 
 
It is worth noting that this was the first time the master builder had worked with an 
architect. When he was asked to evaluate his experience, he said that it was good to have 
drawings for the house and its details. He particularly liked Sayin because they shared the 
same views on ecological matters. He would like to work with architects again providing 
they behaved in the same civilized way as Sayin. 

 
V. Construction Schedule and Costs 
 
a. Project history 

 
The house was designed in February 1999. All drawings and details were completed in 
June the same year when construction began. The building work took only four months 
and the house was ready for use by late September. No major alterations were made to 
the design during the construction phase, although the roof was changed from wooden 
beams to exposed reinforced concrete, the ground-floor finish from wood to white 
marble, and the pool was shortened to avoid the main clean water pipe.  

 
b. Total costs and main sources of financing 
 

The total cost of the land was USD 10,000, while the construction cost reached about 
USD 32,000. The project was privately funded by the owner. 

 
c. Comparative costs 
 

The owner pointed out that the cost of the house was almost the same as that of a 
medium-sized car, although it was very expensive in comparison with other houses in the 
village.  

 
d. Qualitative analysis of costs 
 

The cost of construction was an average of USD 200 per square metre. 
 

 
9 



e. Maintenance costs 
 

Maintenance costs are certainly high in comparison with any of the other village 
dwellings. More electricity is needed for all the comfortable modern appliances, like the 
oven, microwave, dishwasher, washing machine, refrigerator, freezer and the bathroom 
water heater. 
 
Consumption of clean water is also high since the pool needs to be completely filled at 
least once a year. The project is to be commended for the way rainwater is reused for 
watering the garden, although it may not be sufficient for watering the lawn during the 
dry season.  
 
The house is expected to have an excellent ‘life performance’. This is due to its 
apparently strong structure, the nobility of the materials, careful detailing and the high 
quality of craftsmanship. However, the window frames exposed to the sun had begun to 
rust and needed to be repaired. A reapplication of the insulating chemical paint will solve 
the current problem. 

 
VI. Technical Assessment 
 
a. Functional assessment 
 

The house is appropriately and lovingly used by the owner. He is particularly pleased 
with the flexibility and interactive quality of the space. The vast, almost empty ground-
floor room is flexible enough to allow for a variety of uses and is an adequate space for 
an artist. The space and equipment in the kitchen allow him to enjoy his favourite hobby, 
cooking. After staying in his Yahsibey house regularly, the owner has decided to move 
there permanently in four years’ time. 

 
b. Climatic performance 
 

The house performs well in relation to the local climatic conditions. Its massive stone 
walls provide sufficient insulation, while turning its back to the wind succeeds in 
protecting the inside from the strong north wind. Ventilation is enhanced inside by means 
of three small openings in the middle of the ceiling, directly above the central void. 
Although the elegant long eastern window-slot was planned for watching the entrance 
from the upper mezzanine, it contributes to the ventilation if opened at the same time as 
the round window opposite. However, an electric fan was fitted into the floor of the 
eastern sleeping area. Although mechanically ventilated, the bathroom ventilation is 
insufficient and a stronger fan may be needed. An opening in the west, currently a storage 
area, would provide light in the overly small bathroom in addition to proper ventilation. 

 
The grand south window provides a continuous pleasant quality of light, even at sunset. 
Artificial light for the night could easily be enhanced, according to the needs of the user. 
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The architect did not design shades for protecting the large south window from the sun, 
especially in the hot summer months. However, the owner designed daring, colourful 
vinyl blinds, which add to the attractiveness of the façade. 
 
The acoustic quality for music is especially appreciated by the owner who constantly 
listens to different types of music, from Turkish classical to pop, and from Italian opera 
to jazz.  

 
c. Choice of materials, level of technology 
 

The choice of local materials and technology was the major contributing factor in making 
the new house seem immediately familiar to the village community. However, it is to the 
credit of the project that the building and finishing quality of the Emre Senan House is 
outstanding in its purity and refinement. 
 
The addition of reinforced concrete columns and beams makes the house earthquake safe. 
The simplicity and strength of the construction would, in all likelihood, protect the 
building from any other unpredictable disasters.  

 
d. Ageing and maintenance 
 

The house is expected to age well, fighting time, erosion and decay and being durable 
and viable in the long term. This is due to its apparently strong structure, the solid 
building materials, careful detailing and the high quality of craftsmanship.  

 
e. Design features 
 

It is worth noting that, although it has an interior grand scale, the house maintains a 
humble appearance from its main façade. In fact, the Senan House blends in with the rest 
of the village’s modest vernacular dwellings as if it has always been there.  
 
In his design, the architect profoundly abstracted the morphology of the hayat Turkish 
house type while achieving interesting and sensitive geometrical play between different 
sized rectangles in different planes of the rectangular cubic form. These are careful 
design decisions that give unity, harmony and pleasure to the form and its interior spaces. 

 
VII. Users 
 
a. Beneficiaries of the programme 
 

The house is used by the owner, an unmarried artist, who is well educated and informed. 
He has travelled around the world for exhibitions as well as for pure pleasure. He is from 
the Turkish intellectual and cultural intelligentsia. As one of the country’s more 
successful artists, he could be described as belonging to the upper-medium income 
bracket. 
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Although a stranger to the community, Emre Senan fits in well. He has a good 
relationship with his neighbours and follows the community rules of borrowing food and 
taking turns to bake bread. When his turn comes to bake, his traditional outdoor oven is 
used by the village women, even when the owner is not in residence. The friendly, 
considerate and sharing relationship between the villagers is not disrupted by his 
presence. The house, with its modest and harmonious exterior, has a lot to do with 
maintaining his bond with the community. 

 
b. Users’ and professionals’ response 
 

The house is loved by its owner. He has found himself in a simple yet aesthetically highly 
pleasing space. The environment makes living and working a pleasurable experience.  
 
Nevzat Sayin has become a well-know architect in Turkey. Highly regarded Asian 
periodicals, such as Architecture and Urbanism, have published his projects, as have 
Turkish journals, and no doubt the professional community in the country appreciate the 
house design and its unique sensitivity to the local community and conditions. Serious 
international publications have also published Sayin’s projects, such as Architectural 
Yearbook I: Architecture in Turkey 2000, Asian Architects and the Japanese 581 
Architects in the World. The Emre Senan house is among his published, and praised, 
projects. 
 
The local community are curious about the simple house and its owner; they come 
uninvited to take a look inside. A sense of appreciation and an acknowledgement of its 
comforts makes them like the house. 

 
VIII. Persons Involved 
 

Project personnel 
 
The owner of the house is Emre Senan. His loving and caring attitude towards the village 
and its inhabitants is a major factor in the successful blending of the house into the 
community. He designed and manufactured all the impressive fitted furniture and 
accessories in the house. 
 
Nevzat Sayin, the architect, interpreted the house-dream of the owner, creating a more 
harmonious and accessible building that is sensitive to the community and the fabric of 
the village houses. In addition, he designed an artefact that abstracts traditional concepts 
in a well-proportioned volume and well articulated mass with thoughtful detailing. Sayin 
has received credit for introducing new building methods and techniques into a remote, 
primitive village and for his patience in teaching these techniques to the craftsmen. He 
not only built a house but also strong relationships with the client and the master builder. 

 
The master builder, Aydemir Yilmaz, with his proud, passionate attitude to work, 
contributed to the successful, well-finished and well-integrated quality of the building. In 
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addition to his honesty in providing his best, most professional work, he was eager to 
cooperate and learn new techniques. 

 
 
 
Dalila ElKerdany 
May 2001 
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