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The functional viability of the built form is rarely deter-
mined or limited by its physical durability. On the con-
trary, most buildings outlive their initial purpose of uti-

lization, and physical deteriorations rarely prevail over func-
tional and economic obsolescence. Built form and, in a 
broader sense, the built environment are subject to various 
types of deterioration, and at varying degrees, resulting from 
the peculiarities of specific situations.

Of prime importance among the forces acting on the 
functional life of built form are the consequences of chang-
ing modes of production, distribution, and consumption trig-
gered by technological changes and developments. A large 
number of buildings that may be in good physical condition 
are now becoming functionally obsolete due to technological 
transformations. The presence of obsolete power plants in 
many cities is clear evidence of this transformation.

Equally important in the termination of functional viabil-
ity is the transformation that takes place in the land-use pat-
terns of urban settlements. Cities are dynamic entities sub-
ject to continuous changes affecting land use and the corre-
sponding urban fabric. In the case of İstanbul, these changes 
have been greatly connected to the city’s growth and sprawl.

Although the nature of land-use transformations will dif-
fer from one settlement to another, they often are manifest 
in the displacement of uses from certain areas. This displace-
ment of uses in turn results in the functional and economic 

obsolescence of many building types in those areas. Residen-
tial quarters once located in the city center accordingly may 
become part of central business districts. Likewise, industrial 
buildings and complexes once situated at the outskirts of the 
city may become integrated within the city’s urban fabric.

As far as urban changes are concerned, İstanbul presents 
numerous challenges. For one thing, the influx of large pop-
ulations from other cities and from the rural areas of Turkey 
has greatly transformed the city’s macro form, primarily 
through urban sprawl that has taken place at an exception-
ally rapid rate. This in turn has resulted in radical transforma-
tions affecting both urban land-use patterns and the urban 
fabric in a manner that often has negatively impacted the 
city’s historical parts. Urban density has increased at an un-
expected pace, thus paving the way for the economic obso-
lescence of the city’s originally low-rise and relatively low-
density urban fabric. The majority of industrial premises lo-
cated outside the city’s residential quarters during the late-
19th and early-20th centuries have become part of the city 
center. While some of them were either abandoned or de-
molished, those of historical importance or having architec-
tural features worth preserving became the subject of adap-
tive-reuse projects.

An important consequence of the urban changes and 
transformations experienced in İstanbul—and this is of direct 
importance for the subject to this paper—is that the relation 
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of the city to the sea has acquired new directions and new 
dimensions. Water has always played a determinant role not 
only in shaping the macro form of settlements, but also in 
the morphological evolution of their built form. Seas, lakes, 
rivers, as well as other natural and even manmade water 
bodies have always provided access and orientation for set-
tlements. Besides creating excellent open visual fields and 
vistas, water is an important means of transporting both 
goods and people (figs. 1 & 2). Through water mills, they also 
provide a natural source of energy. Since the advent of the 
industrial revolution, however, they unfortunately also have 
served as a means for waste disposal on a very large scale.

İstanbul possesses all the possible advantages that inter-
action between land and water can provide a city. Besides 
the Bosporus, which is among the most beautiful waterways 
of the world, and the Golden Horn, which provides a natural 
harbor, İstanbul also possesses a number of rivers as well as 

the group of islands known as the Princess Islands. It is a city 
that displays considerable variety in the manner through 
which urban settlement relates to adjacent bodies of water.

Although in the past İstanbul boasted the undeniable ad-
vantages of a harbor city with excellent connections to the 
outside world, water nonetheless also was viewed as a source 
of danger until the Ottoman conquest in 1453. During the 
Roman period, the emphasis on defending the city meant 
that its defensive walls separated it from adjacent water 
bodies, and the city turned its back to them. Views of the sea 
therefore were mostly from afar and—taking into consider-
ation the height of the walls—from above.

This emphasis on defending İstanbul against possible sea 
attacks continued during the Byzantine era, and additional 
fortifications were constructed along its shores. Palaces were 
designed with sea views, but always from a distance. The on-
ly exception to this was the commercially-active Port of The-

Fig. 1: İstanbul, warehouses in Galata Port; these currently are usually vacant, but are used as exhibition halls from time to time.
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odosius in the city’s Yenikapi area, the remains of which cur-
rently are being excavated.

The Ottoman era brought about a different conception of 
relating the city to surrounding bodies of water. Although 
defensive structures like Rumeli Hisarı were built along the 
Bosporus, and the city continued to evolve within the bound-
aries defined by its pre-Ottoman fortifications (fig. 3), a sea-
shore residential architecture peculiar to İstanbul also 
evolved. The visual impact of imperial seashore palaces and 
residences of high-ranking officials along both sides of the 
Bosporus was remarkable, particularly during the 18th and 
19th centuries. Although fear of attacks from the sea was al-
ways a main source of concern for the city’s rulers, ensuring 
proximity to the sea and interaction with it also was given 
importance, as evident in the summer residences and water-
side recreational areas that came up along the coasts of the 
Golden Horn. The seashore building types that emerged 
showed a wide variety of architectural design solutions, 
based not only on the principle of proximity, but also on 
achieving maximum exposure to the water. These building 
types include residential buildings—known locally as yalis—as 
well as boat stations and boat houses. Beginning in the mid-
dle of the 19th century, water also became an increasingly-
important means of transportation, moving people and goods 
between various parts of the city. Embankments along the 
coasts of the Bosporus, which nowadays accommodate a va-
riety of activities such as seating, strolling, and fishing, and 
as such constitute important seaside urban spaces, were 
mainly realized during that period to facilitate the berthing 
of boats of all sizes (figs. 4a & b).

A third phase in the evolution of the relation of the city 
to the sea is marked by the advent of industrial buildings 
along the coasts of the Golden Horn and also partly along the 
Bosporus. Constructed during the second half of the 19th 
century, these mainly consisted of shipyards, factories, and 
warehouses, including their loading and unloading facilities. 
All display a rather insensitive and un-thoughtful utilization 
of both sea and seashore.

Adaptive reuse
The adaptive reuse of buildings can be defined as the process 
of converting existing structures to new functions. The pro-
cess has mostly been applied to buildings with historical and 
architectural importance subject to functional and economic 
obsolescence, resulting in their protection from abandon-
ment, deterioration, and demolition.

Adaptive reuse is a means of extending the life of histor-
ical built form, whose heritage value may well prevail over its 
economic feasibility. The role of architectural heritage in the 
formation, accumulation, and dissemination of the collective 
memory of a place is undeniable. Architect Pierre Thibault 
states that “the regions of Europe have an architectural her-
itage that is a thousand years old; today’s challenge is to in-
tegrate this heritage into contemporary life in a sustainable 
way.”1 The history of İstanbul goes back to 8,500 years!

Adaptive reuse, however, is not always limited to extend-
ing the life of historical buildings with heritage value. It also 

1 Pierre Thibault, Old buildings Looking for New Use: 61 Examples of Regional 
Architecture Between Tradition and Modernity (Stuttgart-Fellbach: Axel 
Menges, 2007), p. X.

Fig. 2: İstanbul, the Bahçeşehir University (BU) campus along the European coast of the Bosporus.
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has proven to be economically feasible when applied to func-
tionally obsolete but physically robust and adaptable struc-
tures, often of industrial origin.

The process of conversion
Most adaptive-reuse projects are realized inside the bound-
aries of an existing building envelope. Conversion for reuse 
therefore requires not only a careful reading of an existing 
building’s architectural properties, but also sensitivity to its 
intangible spatial peculiarities emanating from its original 
functional requirements. Among the architectural properties 
of the existing structure, the constraints imposed by its form 
are of primary importance when it comes to accommodating 
new functional requirements. In other words, a fundamental 
question to be addressed when engaging in an adaptive-re-
use project is whether the building’s architectural form con-
stitutes an obstacle to adaptive reuse?

Since there is little chance that the new program for a 
building undergoing adaptive reuse will conform to its origi-
nal function, the process extends beyond repairs and renova-
tion, to restorations of building features with historical / ar-
chitectural importance, structural consolidations, or a com-
plete redesign and treatment of outer surfaces. Adapting an 
existing building to a new set of functional requirements 
most often involves substantial transformations of indoor 
spaces such as rearranging its floor plans. Moreover, the new 
spatial organization scheme may entail totally new modes of 
indoor-outdoor interactions and new concepts of exposure 
to surrounding environmental conditions. These aspects of 
conversions for adaptive reuse depend both on the potentials 
of the existing structure and on the designer’s talent and 
imagination.

The binary relation between form and function has been 
a very frequent issue of debate since Louis Sullivan’s famous 

Fig. 3: İstanbul, Rumeli Hisarı, an example of an Ottoman seashore military structure in the city.
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Figs. 4a & b: İstanbul, waterfront 
residences (yalis) along the Bosporus 

with boathouses and private 
embankments.
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statement that ‘form follows function.’ In this context, the 
architect Vani Bahl writes that “the famous quote by Louis 
Sullivan ‘form follows function’ seems to have become an 
outdated philosophy, as has ‘form follows culture’ by Indian 
artist Satish Gujral. Today’s corporate approach to architec-
ture often would suggest that these sentiments could be re-
worded as ‘form follows fashion.’”2 The debate on the deter-
minants of building form will definitely continue to be on the 
agenda of architectural discourse. Take for example the 
statement by Theodore Adorno that “no form can be said to 
be determined exhaustively by its purpose.”3 This is not to be 
interpreted as a refutation of the connection between archi-
tectural form and functional requirements. Form, however, is 
not determined solely by function and there are other forces 
acting on it such as the interventions of the designer. These 
in turn are determined by factors including the designer’s 
background, personality, and ability. Moreover, the history of 
architecture provides a plethora of building designs based on 
primary geometric shapes such as the square, rectangle, or 
circle, and that serve various and diverse functions. As Sher-
ban Cantacuzino states:

There is nothing new about buildings changing their 
function. Because structure tends to outlive function, build-
ings throughout history have been adapted to all sorts of new 
uses ... change in urban fabric was slow, which enabled gen-
eration after generation to derive a sense of continuity and 
stability from its physical surroundings. ... In fact, until the 
industrial revolution, the common pattern was for buildings 
to be adapted to new uses; only since then has it become 
more usual to demolish and build new.4

It should be added that no clearly-defined methods and 
established procedures guide us when dealing with conver-
sion projects. Adaptive-reuse projects are case-specific; each 
project depends on its specific constraints and opportunities, 
and defines its own unique process of design and realization.

Industrial buildings
Functional and economic deteriorations, which usually occur 
in tandem, are most conspicuously felt in industrial buildings. 
Unprecedented transformations in production processes have 

2 Vani Bahl, “Ethics of Adaptive Reuse,” Architecture Week, online (June 22, 
2005), available at http://architectureweek.com/2005/0518/building_1-2.
html, accessed June 2010.

3 Theodor W. Adorno, “Functionalism Today,” in Neil Leach (ed.), Rethinking 
Architecture (London: Routledge, 1997), p. 7.

4 Sherban Cantacuzino, Re-Architecture: Old Buildings / New Uses (New York: 
Abbeville Press, 1989), p. 8.

resulted in radical changes in their spatial requirements. Be-
sides the surface area they occupy, industrial buildings pos-
sess innumerable physical properties that make them highly 
suitable for conversion to other functions and to a variety of 
spatial organizational schemes. As Cantacuzino notes, “in-
dustrial buildings have large volumes enclosed by brick walls, 
frequently occupying whole city blocks; they make consider-
able impact by their sheer bulk.”5

Industrial buildings are large-span buildings; they have 
expansive floor areas that are unobstructed by structural el-
ements such as columns and thick, load-bearing walls. They 
also have floor heights that allow for horizontal subdivision 
through various means such as the construction of mezza-
nine floors. Although some have thick, load-bearing outer 
walls, the majority have skeletal structural systems, which al-
lows the building envelope to be adapted to a wide variety of 
design possibilities in line with the requirements of the new 
utilization.

İstanbul possesses a considerable number of 19th-centu-
ry industrial buildings (factories, warehouses, power plants, 
and shipyards), the majority of which became obsolete, were 
abandoned, and have recently been the subject of adaptive-
reuse projects. Many have been converted into cultural cen-
ters or educational facilities. I will mention a few, all locat-
ed along the Golden Horn. One complex consists of a de-
funct shipyard founded in 1861 by the Ottoman maritime 
company Şirket-i Hayriye together with a military foundry 
constructed during the reign of Sultan Ahmet III (r. 1673-
1736) on the foundations of a 12th-century Byzantine build-
ing. Situated on opposite sides of the same road, they have 
functioned as an industry museum since 2001 (Fig. 5). An-
other complex is the obsolete 1920s Sütlüce slaughterhouse, 
which was adapted into the Sültüce Congress Center in 
2009. There also is the textile factory, the Feshane-i Amire, 
built in 1826, which was converted into a cultural center in 
1992, and had to be restored (once again) in 1998 due to 
flooding. As for adapting obsolete industrial buildings for 
educational purposes, in 1997 the architect Mehmet Alper 
converted the 1824 Cibali Tobacco and Cigarette Factory in 
the city’s Cibali district into the core building of Kadir Has 
University, and in 2007, architects Emre Arolat, Nevzat 
Sayın, and Han Tümertekin converted the Silahtarağa Power 
Plant along the Golden Horn, which provided İstanbul with 
electricity from 1914 to 1983, into the Bilgi University San-
tralistanbul campus. Adapting functionally and economical-

5 Ibid., p. 189.
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ly-obsolete structures to new uses already is a well estab-
lished tradition in İstanbul. This tradition is not limited to in-
dustrial buildings. A large number of imperial palaces and 
other residential buildings, the majority of them situated 
along the Bosporus, now function as educational buildings. 
Moreover, the majority of Ottoman-era military buildings 
have been adapted, with minor modifications, to house fa-
cilities of higher education.

The Bahçeşehir University Building
The Bahçeşehir University (BU) campus is located in the 
Beşiktaş district of İstanbul on an exceptional site along the 
Bosporus (Fig. 6). It is composed of six buildings, two of 
which (Buildings A and B) were subject to an adaptive-reuse 
process. Building A houses the Faculty of Economics and Ad-
ministrative Sciences as well as the Student Center, and 
Building B houses the Faculty of Architecture and Design, the 
Presidency, and a conference center. Building C comprises 
the Faculty of Communications and the Fazıl Say Auditorium; 
Building D houses the Faculty of Engineering, the Faculty of 
Arts and Sciences, and laboratories; Building G comprises the 
Faculty of Law and the university library; and, finally, Build-
ing H houses administrative offices. The project is a perfect 
example of how both issues of land-use transformation and 
the obsolescence of buildings may be effectively addressed.

The site, as evident from a historical map drawn by the 
Turkish cartographer of Croatian descent Jacques Pervititch 
in the 1920s, was occupied by the Osman Paşa Yalısı (fig. 7). 
The large garden of this 1899 seashore palace was surround-
ed by stables and other ancillary buildings, as is the case with 
most imperial palaces and pashas’ residences. These seashore 
residences were then adapted to other uses. The Osman Paşa 
Yalısı came to function as a school named Osmanpaşa Mek-
tebi, which also is the name of the street that passes in front 
of the BU campus. The third phase in the utilization of the 
site was its occupation by two warehouse buildings con-
structed in 1958 and 1959, neither of which had any histor-
ical significance or architectural features worth preserving 
(figs. 8-11). The two buildings were separated by a narrow 
street or passageway leading to the seashore.

A small restaurant that also functioned as the social cen-
ter for a state-owned company—Sümerbank, was located in 
one of the warehouses, along its southern side, facing the 
Bosporus. Although partially open to the public, there was 
nothing else along the seashore bordering those existing 
structures, except for an embankment that served to facili-
tate the loading and unloading of small cargo ships. Surviv-
ing 19th century photographs of nearby sites along the coasts 
of Beşiktaş reveal similar seashore treatments. This brief 
overview of the site’s history shows that with time, not only 

Fig. 5: İstanbul, the Rahmi Koç Industry Museum, located along the Golden Horn, had been an abandoned shipyard and a military foundry.
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Fig. 6: BU Campus, schematic 
perspective showing the layout of 

buildings.

Fig. 7: Map of the district 
in which the BU campus is 
located, as drawn by Jacques 
Pervititch in the 1920s.
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did it lose its original functions and come to accommodate 
other ones, but it also lost the original context within which 
it was located.

This BU project provided an opportunity to open the sea-
front area to the general public, and to replace this insensi-

tive treatment of the seashore with recreational activities 
(figs. 12 & 13). The scope of the BU project—which was car-
ried out between March 10, 2004 and July 30, 2004— con-
sisted primarily of unifying the two existing buildings and in-
corporating the narrow passageway separating them, thus 

Fig. 8: BU Campus, one of the warehouse buildings 
prior to its conversion.

Fig. 9: BU Campus, the two 
warehouse buildings and the 
narrow street between them 

prior to their conversion.
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Fig. 10: BU Campus, view of the 
narrow street located between the 
two warehouse buildings prior to 
their conversion.

Fig. 11: BU Campus, 
view from the seashore 
side of the narrow 
street located between 
the two warehouse 
buildings prior to their 
conversion.
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transforming it from an outdoor circulation area into an in-
door one that is integrated within them (figs. 14-18).

Since adaptive-reuse projects involve a design process 
defined by the opportunities offered and constraints imposed 
by existing buildings, an evaluation of the two buildings is 
very important. Both buildings are reinforced concrete skele-
ton structures with modestly-dimensioned spans. Unlike 
most warehouse buildings, their relatively tight intercolum-
niation limited the range of possibilities available for adap-
tive reuse. In fact, the existing structural system imposed di-
mensional constraints on any attempts at designing new 
floor plans and circulation patterns (figs. 19 & 20). Further-
more, most building components were in poor shape and in 
need of replacement or at least major repair work. For exam-
ple, the existing roofing system had to be completely re-
moved, and a new roof had to be installed in its place (figs. 
21-23).

The concept behind the BU adaptive-reuse project
As stated above, neither existing building had any historical 
or architectural features worth preserving, nor did either of 
them trigger a design concept applicable for an adaptive-re-
use project. However, the narrow street between the two 
buildings, which effectively connected a main thoroughfare, 
Osman Paşa Caddesi, with the Bosporus, provided a source of 
inspiration for the concept behind the adaptive-reuse proj-
ect. This concept is to redesign the passageway as a top-lit 
circulation space that integrates the two functionally-obso-
lete building blocks and provides access to the seaside.

While developing the main concept, the project designer, 
Ali Çiçek, a member of the teaching staff at the university’s 
Faculty of Architecture and Design and a practicing architect 
in İstanbul, not only came up with this idea of a unified / in-
tegrated whole, but also with a completely novel spatial syn-
tax that provided the adapted buildings with a brand new 
spatial organizational scheme. Prior to their integration 
through the conversion project, both buildings had poorly-
designed outer surfaces with modestly-arranged fenestra-
tion. The integration of the two blocks to form a coherent en-
tity involved a complete redesign of the building façades fac-
ing the passageway so as to visually and functionally connect 
them with the main circulation space, which may be de-
scribed as a top-lit indoor street. This in turn necessitated re-
moving all non-structural building components in order to 
provide maximum exposure to the connecting circulation 
space. According to this new spatial syntax, the introverted 

spaces of the original structures have been converted into 
extraverted ones (figs. 24-27). Moreover, the external surfac-
es facing the Bosporus were redesigned to provide maximum 
exposure to the sea.

Conclusion
The BU project is an interesting case of implementing an 
adaptive-reuse project in İstanbul in that it possesses numer-
ous implications for later developments.

The project demonstrates the applicability of adaptive re-
use to obsolete buildings without historical or architectural 
importance. Attempts at revitalizing older buildings do not 
need to be carried out merely as cultural or even nostalgic 
approaches to salvaging cultural heritage, but also as eco-

Figs. 12 & 13: BU Campus, public use of the seafront area after the 
project’s completion.
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Fig. 14: BU Campus, the narrow 
street separating the two 
buildings upon the initiation 
of work.

Fig. 15: BU Campus, the narrow street 
separating the two buildings during 

the construction process.
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Figs. 16-18: BU Campus, views 
of the passageway after the 

completion of the project and 
its integration within the two 

adjacent buildings.
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Fig. 19: BU Campus, ground floor plan of the two warehouse buildings prior to their conversion.

Fig. 20: BU Campus, section AA cuts through the two warehouse buildings, showing their spatial arrangements prior to their conversion.
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Fig. 21: BU Campus, view 
of the old roof.

Fig. 22: BU Campus, view of the new roof under construction.
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nomically-viable strategies for providing built space under 
the pressures of ever-increasing construction costs. In other 
words, the BU project points out the applicability of adap-
tive-reuse approaches to a wide spectrum ranging from “the 
building as art object to the building as the product of a 
whole socio-economic system.”6

A second aspect of the project is applying the adaptive-
reuse approach to more than one structure through an inte-
grative design concept. In this project, two independent 
building blocks are unified into a single architectural entity. 
Adaptive-reuse projects are not necessarily restricted to the 
spatial organizational potentials of individual buildings, and 
may involve developing a totally new spatial morphology. The 
BU project has allowed for the emergence of a new set of re-

6 Ibid., p. 9.

lations between the spatial units and also between the parts 
and the whole architectural ensemble.

This project also has allowed for the emergence of a new 
set of spatial relations and a new spatial morphology be-
tween its interior spaces as well as between its interior and 
exterior spaces, all of which were unthinkable for the origi-
nal structures. The architect Ali Çiçek has successfully ex-
plored these various relations, creating new and interesting 
visual fields both within and beyond the boundaries of the 
building.

The last point to be made relates to the project’s contri-
bution to its surroundings. The BU project not only has pro-
vided a viable strategy for creating educational spaces out of 
defunct and derelict structures located in one of the impor-
tant centers of İstanbul, but also has revitalized a seafront 
public space in İstanbul’s Beşiktaş district.

Fig. 23: BU Campus, bird’s eye view of the project after its completion.
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Fig. 24: BU Campus, ground floor plan of the two buildings after their integration into a unified complex.

Fig. 25: BU Campus, first floor plan of the two buildings after their integration into a unified complex.
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Fig. 26: BU Campus, second floor plan of the two buildings after their integration into a unified complex.

Fig. 27: BU Campus, section AA cuts through the two integrated buildings, showing the spatial arrangements of the unified complex




