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CONTEMPORARY ARCHITECTURE 

T he cultural dilemmas of Turkey 
are often associated with the 
relationship of Turkish society 
with its historical background. 

This is not a simple reflection of the 
problems of modernism and its 
relationship with historicism; history has 
had a special meaning in the creation of 
the new Turkish society in the twentieth 
century. Cultural change was induced 
partly by the gradual modernization of 
Ottoman society by reform throughout 
the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries and, more significantly, by the 
radical and revolutionary Westernizing 
ideology of the 1930s. 

On the other hand, the same semantic 
dimension inherent in history has had 
different attributes depending on its 
content: the late-nomadic origins of 
Turkish society which appropriated the 
different cultural traditions of its new 
territories are one aspect of these 
attributes. Antique, Byzantine, Islamic, 
Ottoman and late-Ottoman monumental 
traditions were combined with a variety 
of vernacular and regional cultural forms. 

Thus, the categorical refutation of 
historicism as a general ideological 
standpoint is not the only cause of cultural 
dilemmas created by the modern move
ment which post-modernism attempted 
to solve. Due to the political and ideo
logical 'prise de position' of the ruling 
elite of modern Turkey, the presence of 
history with its different cultural 'layers' 
has haunted any cultural discourse 
relating to modernism and artistic 
expression since the tum of the century. 

The social conditions also have a bear
ing on the current architectural milieu. 
Duality has always been an omnipresent 
element of Turkish society. From daily 
life to social institutions and from the 
system of values to artistic expression, 
such manifestations bear deep dualistic 
significations: nomadic and settled forms, 
Continental and Mediterranean culture, 
Oriental/Islamic and Western/Christian 
structures have always existed and they 
continue today. On the other hand, deep 
structural differences in socio-economic 
conditions also exist and between the 
country's more and less urbanized 
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1. Halk Bankasi (The People's Bank) 
main building in Ankara, by Dogan Tekeli 
and Sami Sisa. 

regions, between the eastern and the 
western part, and between the conserva
tive and the secular/modernist ideologies 
motivated by such a differentiation. 

However, the main and officially 
approved trend is more than ever the 
modernistic one and high expenditure, a 
consumer society, rapid urbanization 
(despite the dramatic environmental 
problems) and a developed communica
tions system, together with the mass 
media, support such a progressive 
movement. Turkey has adopted a liberal 
economic policy in the last decade, aiming 
at integration into the European Com
munity by the turn of the century. With 
a significant economic and cultural elite 
whose ideological position is clearly 
Western-orientated, the modemistic trend 
has been strongly established. However, 
within a society of 50 million people the 
cost of such a rapid expenditure and 
structural transformation is differently felt 
at various levels. This sets another series 
of antagonistic effects which accentuate 
the pre-existing social and cultural 
dualities. 

The elitist forms and the intellectual 
discourses which condition them reflect 
this dualistic milieu, the architecture being 
by definition its most vital cultural 
expression. The actual position of the 
architectural profession is also 
conditioned by the general socio
economic framework. 

The Professional Milieu 
Higher technical education based on 
Western models was introduced during 
the last century, and from the early 1900s 
architecture was taught in colleges. Such 
change ended the old tradition of 
builders/architects and effected the 
gradual disappearance of artisan 
production, which was also threatened 
by the new economic system and 
industrialization. 

From the 19405 the number of schools 
of architecture multiplied and the number 
of architects reached 20,000 in 1990, the 
large majority of them being graduates 
from national schools of architecture. 
Architects in Turkey represent a large 
group organized within a well structured 
professional association, and the norms of 
the profession are generally clearly 
defined. However, this structure is only 
valid for the ordinary building market and 
for the more highly developed part of the 
country. Due to the dualistic differences, 
the underdeveloped areas, the rural zones 
and the informal sector's building 
activities are organized independently of 
the architects and due to the discontinuity 
in the social institutions, this sector has 
lost its traditional technical knowledge 
and skills. 

Thus, the relatively large number of 
architects are generally serving a limited 
market and within that group, only a 
small contingency is able to experiment 
with innovative designs. They generally 
serve a privileged clientele, either private 
or public, mostly in large cities, tourist 
development areas or other sectors of the 
developing economy or the current 
programmes of the new consumer 
society. In recent years large private 
enterprises as well as powerful public 
bodies have created major programmes 
such as new trade and business centres, 



MIMAR 40 

tourist complexes, preStiglOus office 
buildings, new urban and housing 
developments. Some of these, like large 
scale urban design competitions, have not 
been realized. However, this demand 
from the wealthy sections of society has 
created an intensive search for 
architectural production and an active 
intellectual and critical debate which has 
enlivened the professional milieu. 

Another element contributing to this 
activity is the presence of a significant and 
influential professional press . In the last 
three years, especially, the number of 
architectural magazines has multiplied. 
This has been encouraged by the 
development of the building industry, the 
introduction of new local and imported 
materials, and by the growing consumer 
trend which created a demand for them. 
National and international professional 
associations and their activities also 
constituted a larger base for the exchange 
of ideas and experience for the new 
professional elite. 

Architectural Production 
The outcome of such an elitist production 
is also unavoidably elitist, by the section 
of society it serves, by the distance of its 
intellectual discourse vis-a-vis the average 
professional routine and by the artistic 
quality of the production. However, this 
discourse and production are significant 
not only in their intrinsic intellectual or 
artistic qualities but also by the cultural 
and ideological approaches they represent 
and by the relationships between 
historical, social and cultural realities they 
implicitly signify. 

REGIONAL REPORT 

Within this intellectual and artistic 
production, design works are the most 
significant. · The most important 
characteristic is plurality in formal 
expression and the ideologies that such 
expression connotes. The main streams of 
the Turkish architectural scene began to 
dissolve in the 1970s giving rise to several 
possible approaches . Architectural 
production, especially during the last five 
years, shows the continuation of such a 
pluralistic choice by Turkish architects. 

Secondly, a certain synchretic (if not 
necessarily eclectic) dimension has been 
added. Following the system of the post
modern movement, most of the architec
tural designs became free-style mosaics, 
or synchretic collages. However, all 
designs reflect some position with regard 
to important issues such as the urban 
context, modernism, history or tradition. 

Despite the fragmented, synchretic and 
free-style characteristics of this plurality 
of formal choices, some themes can be 
identified. 

Modernistic and high-tech. expression 
After the first modernist period (which 
was aligned with the German rationalism 
of the 1930s) and the second period of the 
1950s which was more in line with the 
International style, Turkish architects 
experienced the new-brutalism of the 
1960s and a certain 'late-modern' 
expression in the last decade. Adherents 
to modernism today are more concerned 
with sculptural form, an expressionist 

2. Taksim Trade and Business Centre 
tower (model), by Doruk Pamir. 
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search. They do not hesitate to associate 
the general rationalist lines of their designs 
with minor traditional motifs or 
decorative elements. This is shown in the 
People's Bank Building in Ankara by the 
architects Tekeli and Sisa in Ankara (1). 
Another formal expression is sought by 
images giving high-tech. connotations, 
even if the building itself does not actually 
use very advanced technology. In such 
d~signs which the present level of the 
building industry enables, the high tech.! 
modernistic image is sometimes associated 
with historic and monumental elements 
and a dynamic expression has been sought 
by the contrast between two conflicting 
vocabularies. A significant example is the 
Taksim Trade and Business tower (2) 
designed by Doruk Pamir; a metallic 
outer membrane structure rises on heavy 
massive walls connoting monumental 
historic sources. 

Historic and regionalistic expression 
The first historicist movement of modem 
Turkish architecture was the 'first 
nationalistic style' which had reacted to 
the Western-eclectic architecture of the 
late nineteenth century by the use of old 
monumental Ottoman forms, always 
using a Western and eclectic syntax. A 
second tendency was realized in the 
1940s, with the vernacular tradition as the 
source of reference. The method was 
always the same: new materials and 
technology, with old traditional forms 
more or less simplified and rationalized. 
In the 1960s, different interpretations of 
such a modernized regionalism or 
regionist modernism were attempted, led 
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3. Demir Summer Houses near Torba, 
Bodrum, by Turgut Cansever. 

4. Summer Houses at Torba, Bodrum by 
Ersen Curse!. 

5. Housing at Or-an Town, Ankara, by 
Behruz (:inici. 

6. The Turkish National Assembly PR 
Building in Ankara, by Behruz 9inici. 
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7. Small Office Building at Kizilay, Ankara, 
by Atilla Yilce! (and the MARS) group. 

8. The Chamber of Commerce Building at 
Kayseri, by Merih Karaaslam with E. Ergin. 

6 
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9. The Sapanca Hotel on Sapanca Lake, near 
Izmit, by Saziment-Neset and Emre Arolat. 

by Sedad Hakkl EIdem and Turgut 
Cansever. These experiences have never 
had the radically anti-modernistic and 
authentic regionalism of Hassan Fathy. 
Despite the sophisticated philosophical 
discourse he developed, even architects 
like Turgut Cansever have never broken 
their ties with modernistic ethics. 

Cansever's most recent projects attempt 
to create well-scaled, gentle regional 
expressions by the use of well-executed 
local materials in harmony with the 
environment. However, the touch of a 
certain rational mind is always present, as 
in his Demir Summer House inBodrum (3). 
In other designs, regional forms are more 
freely interpreted, sometimes associated 
with other local or historic forms, and 
antique or classical spaces borrowed from 
other vocabularies. Most of this associated 
vocabulary can be found in the recent work 
of the architect Ersen Giirsel in his new 
designs in the Mediterranean coast (4). A 
series of interesting examples is also given 
by some recent projects by the architect 
Behruz <;inici, such as housing at Or-an (5), 
the annexe buildings of the Parliament 
house, and housing at Goztepe-Istanbul. 

Urban Architecture 
Regardless of the formal choice of the 
architect in reference to style, some new 
designs manifest a more important 
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10. The Pamphilia Vacation Village at 
Side, Antalya, by Tuncay (:avdar. 

concern for urban integration. The urban 
issues are being more seriously discussed, 
and the discussion is being invigorated by 
the growing concern for conservation. 
Urban architecture, urban morphology, 
and building typology are all subjects of 
lively debate in the schools of architecture. 
The direct or implicit outcome is given 
by a series of more or less ambitious large 
scale urban designs - generally not 
realized - and some modest buildings 
which take the urban scale seriously into 
consideration: corner buildings, in-fIll 
buildings etc. These vary in their formal 
expression, but always reflect a serious 
urban concern in their scale, shape and the 
formal references they use. The small 
office building in Ankara by A. Yiicel 
with the MARS Group (7) or the 
Chamber of Commerce building in 
Kayseri by Karaaslan and Ergin (8) are 
two examples. 

Post-Modernist Formalism 
Some of the examples given above have 
already had expressive choices with close 
links with post-modernist sensibility or 
'syntax-free grammar'. Others are more 
firmly in this camp, the best examples 
being summer resorts or other tourist 
developments. They refer to all kinds of 
local, foreign, monumental or vernacular 
vocabularies, optical illusions, collages, 
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11. The Klassis Tourist Complex near 
Istanbul, by Sefik Birkiye. 
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metaphors and all artistic techniques and 
gadgets of the post-modernist aesthetics 
in all its varieties. The more recent work 
of Arolat group (9), <;avdar (10) or 
Birkiye (11) are some of the most 
significant examples. 

Conclusion 
Some general points can be made in 
relation to plurality , elitism and 
syncretism. Compared to the experiences 
of the 1960s, 1970s or even the early 
1980s, the buildings of the last few years 
reflect a deeper concern for formal and 
symbolic expression. Forms have become 
more sculptural and connotative, even in 
modernistic designs. There is, however, 
a notable absence of any serious concern 
for creating - or interpreting - an 
architecture for the poor, or a 'third world 
architecture'. Even the low cost housing 
schemes either follow the old styleless 
'official functionalism' or attempt to 
establish formal associations with some of 
the expressive mainstream approaches. 
They always use the same modern 
building technology and materials - and 
generally interpret them poorly. 
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