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Abstract 

By the time the Turkish Republic was founded in 1923, Istanbul had become a 
marginalized city. A series of wars and devastating fires during the final years of the Ottoman 
Empire took a massive toll on the city’s economy and physical landscape, which posed the 
necessity of a comprehensive urban renewal. This dissertation traces the circulation of ideas, 
theories, and proposals about the modernization of Istanbul’s built environment during the 
early republican period (1923-1949). Focusing on urban planning, architecture, and historical 
preservation, it offers an urban history of Istanbul at this critical, post-imperial juncture that 
coincided with the rise of nationalism and global modernism. This dissertation departs from 
the standard historiography that overemphasizes the agency of the nation-building program 
and its top-down state engineering in the social and spatial reconfiguration of Turkey. Instead, 
I argue that an entangled web of global, national, and local dynamics fueled the urban 
transformation of early republican Istanbul. Drawing on archival material and contemporary 
publications, I specifically focus on the crucial but hitherto neglected role of local agents in 
shaping the politics and practices of urbanism. By examining particular moments of urban 
intervention (such as the opening of boulevards, the redesigning of public squares, and the 
demolition of historical monuments) and the public debates that surrounded them, this 
dissertation demonstrates how Istanbul-based institutions and individuals transformed their 
city by navigating through the theories of modernism, the nationalist ideology, and their own 
diverse visions of modernity and urban modernization.   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

ii 

Acknowledgements 
 
This dissertation is a product of writing and research in three countries (Turkey, France, and 
the United States) and five cities (Istanbul, Houston, Paris, Izmir, and Ankara). There is a 
long list of people and institutions I owe gratitude.  
 
First of all, I thank Rice University Department of Art History for supporting this project over 
the past several years. I have received a number of departmental fellowships that enabled me 
to carry out research, and devote my time to writing. I would specifically like to thank 
Graham Bader, department chair, Chelsey Denny, department administrator, and Dina Galley, 
graduate program coordinator. Lucinda Cannady, the former department administrator, 
ensured my transition to the university and the United States to be smooth; I cherish the 
memory of her help and friendship.  
 
I have always considered myself privileged and lucky for being a Shirine Hamadeh student. 
An encouraging and, at the same time, frank advisor and mentor, Shirine Hamadeh has helped 
me figure out problems of different sorts and develop strategies to overcome them in the past 
several years. It was an education in and of itself to work with her. Any expression of 
gratitude would fail to do justice to her contribution to this dissertation. Ussama Makdisi of 
the History Department, whose expertise and passion are hard to match, has been a constant 
source of inspiration. I have learnt a lot in the seminars I took from him, and during our 
conversations in Houston, Istanbul, and Beirut. I was also fortunate to benefit from Fabiola 
Lopez-Duran’s expertise in global modernism; I thank her for serving in the committee of my 
dissertation, and for her generous support during my final months in Houston.   
 
I thank Brown Foundation, Wagoner Foreign Study Scholarship Program, Mary Hellen 
Lovett Fund, Rice University, and SALT Research for supporting this project. I am grateful to 
the staff of the following archives and libraries where I have conducted research: Boğaziçi 
University Library, Fondren Library of Rice University, Taksim Atatürk Library, Koç 
University ANAMED Library, Middle East Technical University Library, Le Centre 
d’Archives d’Architecture du XXe siècle, Istanbul Municipality Archives, the Archives of the 
Committee of the Preservation of Old Monuments, and Prime Ministry Republican Archives. 
I will be eternally grateful to Müge Ceyhan for enabling me to access the Archives of the 
Committee of the Preservation of Old Monuments.   
 
I thank Katia Zavistowski, Carolyn van Wingerden, Melissa Venator, and Olivia Wolf, my 
fellow PhD students at Rice University, Department of Art History. I also thank Nate George 
for his enjoyable company during the latest stages of this project. I was blessed to have 
wonderful friends who have managed to make Houston a place of fond memories: Kerem 
Yener Toklu, Atilla Kılıçarslan, Ali Utku Pehlivan, Seda Bülbül, and Barış Esmerok. In 
Istanbul, Yavuz Sezer, Nilay Özlü, Ramiz Üzümçeker, Melih Egemen, Can Eyüp Çekiç, Barış 
Asan, and Barış Celep have all contributed to this project in one way or another; some with 
their suggestions, others providing documents or visuals, and still others with their friendship. 
Uluğ Kuzuoğlu deserves special thanks; he has read four chapters of this dissertation and 
provided invaluable comments and criticism.  
 
My father Ali’s help in scanning early republican newspapers has been invaluable. I thank my 
brother Onur for our phone conversations, dinners, breakfasts, and trips, all full of joy and 
laughter. My dear mother Nihal has always been the single most important contributor of my 
education from very early on in my life. Had it not been for her boundless, unconditional 



 
 

iii 

love, support, and sacrifices, I would not have been able to pursue my graduate studies at all. I 
am specifically grateful to her for making her home in Izmir a great space for writing during 
the two months I spent in my hometown. My friend and wife Gül has been a witness to the 
crises and joys of my graduate student years, offering immense support and solidarity. 
Finally, in the middle of this project and during the loveliest month of the year, my daughter 
Nisan was born. She has since been a perpetual source of joy, amazement, worry, and 
affection. I dedicate this dissertation to Nisan, who has deeply inspired me in most 
unexpected ways and without ever knowing to do so.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

iv 

 

 

 

 

 

Map of Istanbul, c. 1920. (Taksim Atatürk Library) 

 

 

 

 



 
 

v 

List of Figures 
 
  
Figure 1: “Istanbul: Building the New City, Protecting the Old Monuments.” Tan, September 
17, 1936.   
 
Figure 2: Kariye Mosque. Illustration by Münif Fehim. Tan, May 4, 1935.  
 
Figure 3: “What should be the priorities in the rebuilding of Istanbul?” Cumhuriyet, 12 
March 1939.  
 
Figure 4: Cartoon from Akbaba, July 23, 1935.  
 
Figure 5: Cartoon from Akbaba, May 23, 1936.  
 
Figure 6: Cartoon from Akbaba, January 27, 1930.  
 
Figure 7: Cartoon from Akbaba, May 22, 1930. 
 
Figure 8: Cartoon from Akbaba, September 12, 1936.  
 
Figure 9: Newly elected members of the municipal council. Cumhuriyet, March 23, 1926.  
 
Figure 10: Cartoon from Akbaba, January 18, 1936.  
 
Figure 11: The Bosphrous during the Occupation of Istanbul (circa 1920) 
(http://www.levantineheritage.com/aerial-views1.htm) 
 
Figure 12: Map of Istanbul highlighting the burnt areas circa 1920. (After Kelsey)   
 
Figure 13: Cartoon from Akbaba, August 3, 1935.  
 
Figure 14: Cartoon from Akbaba, February 10, 1930.   
 
Figure 15: Akbaba, March 22, 1934. 
 
Figure 16: Cemile Sultan Palace, c. 1919. SALT Research.  
 
Figure 17: The Sütlüce Slaughterhouse (Atatürk Library)  
 
Figure 18: Kadıköy Hali (Photograph: Author) 

Figure 19: İstanbul Hali (After Arkitekt)  
 
Figure 20: The Mecidiyeköy Distillery (Docomomo Archive)  
 
Figure 21: Presidential Summer House (After Meclis Haber Dergisi)  
 
Figure 22: SATIE, Fındıklı. (After Arkitekt)   
 



 
 

vi 

Figure 23: 13th Primary School (After von Rummel, 1952)  
 
Figure 24: Cartoon from Akbaba, April 7, 1938.  
 
Figure 25: Cumhuriyet, January 9, 1936.   
 
Figure 26: Sarayburnu Atatürk Statue before the inauguration. (Atatürk Library)   
 
Figure 27: Cumhuriyet, October 4, 1926.  
 
Figure 28: Cover page of L’Illustration featuring the Sarayburnu Atatürk Statue, October 16, 
1926.  
 
Figure 29: The Revolution Stage of the Republic Monument (İstanbul Şehremaneti 
Mecmuası)  
 
Figure 30: The Reform Stage of the Republic Monument (İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası) 
 
Figure 31: Nazmi Ziya, Women, 1935 (Sakıp Sabancı Müzesi) 
 
Figure 32: Aerial photograph of the Sultanahmet area circa 1920s. (After Mustafa Cezar, 
2002)   
 
Figure 33: Chemical Analysis Center Building, Fatih, 1924. (After Osman Nuri, Cumhuriyet 
ve İstanbul’un Mahalli İdaresi) 
 
Figure 34: Beyazıt Square, featuring two interventions from the 1920s, the elliptic pool and 
the tramline circling around it. (SALT Research) 
 
Figure 35: Beyazıt Square, aerial photograph, circa 1936. Tramline circling around the pool 
is visible. (IFA/AA)  
 
Figure 36: Cumhuriyet, December 25, 1924. 
 
Figure 37: Tevhid-i Efkar, December 25, 1924. 
 
Figure 38: A Cartoon from Tevhid-i Efkar, January 9, 1925. 
 
Figures 39.a and 39.b: Tram Company’s Letter to the Ministry of Public Works (Prime 
Ministry Archives)  
  
Figure 40: Beyazıt Square. Undated. (SALT Research) 
 
Figure 41: İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası, First Issue, September 1924, Cover featuring 
mayor Emin Bey.  
 
Figure 42: Cumhuriyet, March 19, 1936. 
 
Figure 43: Study for an Istanbul Plan by senior students of the Fine Arts Academy (Arkitekt)  
 



 
 

vii 

Figure 44: Lörcher’s Plan for Üsküdar (Atatürk Library)  
 
Figure 45: Cartoon from Akbaba, February 14, 1935. 
 
Figure 46: Cartoon from Akbaba, November 8, 1934.  
 
Figure 47: Map featuring the historical patrimony of the Süleymaniye District. (EEKEA)  
  
Figure 48: A wooden house adjacent to Fethiye Mosque, originally Pammakaristos Church, 
11th-12th centuries. 1937. (Nicholas V. Artamonoff, Nicholas V. Artamonoff photographs of 
Istanbul and Turkey, 1935-1945, Dumbarton Oaks, Trustees for Harvard University, 
Washington, D.C.)     
 
Figure 49: Armenian church of St. George (1877) superimposed on the foundations of the 
eleventh century Monastery of Theotokos Peribleptos. 1944. (Nicholas V. Artamonoff, 
Nicholas V. Artamonoff photographs of Istanbul and Turkey, 1935-1945, Dumbarton Oaks, 
Trustees for Harvard University, Washington, D.C.)  
 
Figure 50: The remains of Toklu Dede Mescidi, originally a Byzantine church of unknown 
name, estimated to date back to eleventh century. 1937. (Nicholas V. Artamonoff, Nicholas 
V. Artamonoff photographs of Istanbul and Turkey, 1935-1945, Dumbarton Oaks, Trustees 
for Harvard University, Washington, D.C.)   
 
Figure 51: The ruins of the İmrahor Mosque, formerly the fourth century Byzantine church of 
Saint John the Baptist, part of the great complex of the monastery of Stoudios. 1937. 
(Nicholas V. Artamonoff, Nicholas V. Artamonoff photographs of Istanbul and Turkey, 1935-
1945, Dumbarton Oaks, Trustees for Harvard University, Washington, D.C.)  
 
Figure 52: Mesih Mehmed Paşa Mosque, 1585. 1935 (Myron Bement Smith Collection, 
Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian Institution, 
Washington, D.C., FSA_A.04_2.06.55.042) 
 
Figure 53: Azapkapı Saliha Sultan Fountain, 1732-1733. (EEKEA) 
 
Figure 54: A section of the Byzantine city walls along the Golden Horn. (EEKEA) 
 
Figure 55: Kariye Mosque (originally Chora Church) before its transformation into a 
museum. (Vakıflar Genel Müdürlüğü, Ankara) 
 
Figure 56: The roof of Valide Han, seventeenth century. (EEKEA) 
 
Figure 57: Rumeli Hisarı, 1452. A tree figures on top of the tower in the foreground, 1936 
(Myron Bement Smith Collection, Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery 
Archives. Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C., FSA_A.04_2.06.55.141) 
  
Figure 58: Land Walls of Istanbul around Golden Gate. 1935 (Nicholas V. Artamonoff, 
Nicholas V. Artamonoff photographs of Istanbul and Turkey, 1935-1945, Dumbarton Oaks, 
Trustees for Harvard University, Washington, D.C.)  
 



 
 

viii 

Figure 59: Fountains perpendicular to the Valens Aqueduct. 1935 (Nicholas V. Artamonoff, 
Nicholas V. Artamonoff photographs of Istanbul and Turkey, 1935-1945, Dumbarton Oaks, 
Trustees for Harvard University, Washington, D.C.)  
 
Figure 60: İbrahim Hakkı Konyalı, “Facing the Horrible State of the Ayazma Mosque in 
Üsküdar,” (Tan, May 3, 1938) 
 
Figure 61: Architect Vedad Bey’s ID for membership to the Association of the Friends of 
Istanbul, 1911. (Taha Toros Arşivi)  
 
Figure 62: Mihrimah İmaret after the demolition (EEKEA) 
 
Figure 63: Hatice Usta Mosque, 1730, right before its demolition. (EEKEA) 
 
Figure 64: Seyfi Arkan, Electricity Company Building, Beyazıt, 1945-1946. (Photograph: 
Author) 
 
Figure 65: Sedat Çetintaş, Şehzade Mosque, 1547, elevation (İTÜ Mimarlık Fakültesi Arşivi-
Ödekan, 2005) 
 
Figure 66: Front cover of L'architecture ottomane / Die ottomanische Baukunst, 1873. 
 
Figure 67: Kariye Mosque, originally Chora Church, eleventh century. 1935 (Nicholas V. 
Artamonoff, Nicholas V. Artamonoff photographs of Istanbul and Turkey, 1935-1945, 
Dumbarton Oaks, Trustees for Harvard University, Washington, D.C.) 
  
Figure 68: Mesih Paşa (Bodrum) Mosque, formerly Myrelaion Church, tenth century. 
Photograph undated. (EEKEA)  
 
Figure 69: Land walls of Istanbul. 1938. (Nicholas V. Artamonoff, Nicholas V. Artamonoff 
photographs of Istanbul and Turkey, 1935-1945, Dumbarton Oaks, Trustees for Harvard 
University, Washington, D.C.)  
 
Figure 70: Arasta Fountain, early 17th century. (EEKEA) 
 
Figure 71: Sedat Çetintaş, “Mısır Çarşısı Kubbelerindeki Alemler Haç Değil Lâledir,” 
Akşam, April 1, 1942. 
 
Figure 72: Cartoon from Cumhuriyet, April 10, 1935. 
 
Figure 73: Mahmud Paşa Mosque, 1464. 1935 (Myron Bement Smith Collection, Freer 
Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives.  Smithsonian Institution, Washington, 
D.C., FSA_A.04_2.06.55.044)  
 
Figure 74: The silhouette of Istanbul. (Taksim Atatürk Library)  
 
Figure 75: Botanic Institute. (Photograph: Rolf Gross)   
 
Figure 76: Süleymaniye Mosque, 1557. (Photograph: Author) 
 



 
 

ix 

Figure 77: Mecidiye Mosque, 1853. (Photograph: Author) 
 
Figure 78: The dome of Süleymaniye Mosque. (Photograph: Author) 
 
Figure 79: Bereketzade Fountain, 1732, before the restoration (EEKEA) 
 
Figure 80: Bereketzade Fountain, 1732, after the restoration. (After Ogan, 1950) 
 
Figure 81: Çırağan Palace, undated. (SALT Research) 
 
Figure 82: Sultan Mehmed V (r. 1909-1918) leaving the Çırağan Palace after the opening of 
the parliament. (Taksim Atatürk Library)  
 
Figure 83: Damat İbrahim Paşa (of Nevşehir) Mektebi, Sirkeci, 1725-1726 (Demolished after 
1943). (EEKEA) 
 
Figure 84: Henri Matisse, Portrait of Thomas Whittemore, 1937. (Harvard Art Museums) 
 
Figure 85: Hagia Sophia and its vicinity. (Vakıflar Genel Müdürlüğü, Ankara) 
 
Figure 86: Hagia Irene, 548. Photograph undated. (Robert L. Van Nice, Robert L. Van Nice 
Collection, Dumbarton Oaks, Trustees for Harvard University, Washington, D.C.) 
 
Figure 87: Tiled Kiosk, 1472 (left) and a section of the Archaeology Museum, right (1891-
1907).   
 
Figure 88: Archaeological Museum and Tiled Kiosk. 1937. (Harita Genel Komutanlığı) 
 
Figure 89: Cumhuriyet report about Baxter’s excavations (Cumhuriyet, September 8, 1936) 
 
Figure 90: Cartoon from Akbaba, March 22, 1934. 
 
Figure 91: Sultanahmet Square. Circa 1927-1928. From the David Talbot-Rice Archive, 
Barber Institute of Fine Arts (Birmingham), digitised by the Birmingham East Mediterranean 
Archive (https://birminghameastmedarchive.com/) 
 
Figure 92: The British Academy’s excavation at Sultanahmet Square with Hagia Sophia in 
the background, circa 1927. From the David Talbot-Rice Archive, Barber Institute of Fine 
Arts (Birmingham), digitised by the Birmingham East Mediterranean Archive 
(https://birminghameastmedarchive.com/)  
 
Figure 93: British Academy excavations with the Sultan Ahmet Mosque in the background, 
circa 1927. From the David Talbot-Rice Archive, Barber Institute of Fine Arts (Birmingham), 
digitised by the Birmingham East Mediterranean Archive 
(https://birminghameastmedarchive.com/)  
 
Figure 94: British Academy excavations, circa 1927. From the David Talbot-Rice Archive, 
Barber Institute of Fine Arts (Birmingham), digitised by the Birmingham East Mediterranean 
Archive (https://birminghameastmedarchive.com/) 
 



 
 

x 

Figure 95: The graves of Kaşıkçı Mustafa, an aide to Mehmed II, and a few other Ottomans 
blocking half of a side street in Molla Gürani neighborhood. (Photograph: Author) 
 
Figure 96: A dead cypress tree in the courtyard of Kocamustafapaşa Sümbül Efendi Camii, 
originally the Byzantine church of St. Andrew in Krisei, thirteenth century. 1935. (Nicholas 
V. Artamonoff, Nicholas V. Artamonoff photographs of Istanbul and Turkey, 1935-1945, 
Dumbarton Oaks, Trustees for Harvard University, Washington, D.C.) 
 
Figure 97: Cypresses of the burial precinct within the courtyard of the Mosque of Hekimoğlu 
Ali Paşa, 1734-35. 1935 (Myron Bement Smith Collection, Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur 
M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C., 
FSA_A.04_2.06.55.045)   
  
Figure 98: Cypresses, Eyüp Cemetery overlooking the Golden Horn. 1935. (Myron Bement 
Smith Collection, Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian 
Institution, Washington, D.C., FSA_A.04_2.06.55.362) 
 
Figure 99: Topkapı Cemetery with cypresses. (Myron Bement Smith Collection, Freer 
Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian Institution, Washington, 
D.C., FSA_A.04_2.06.55.378) 
 
Figure 100: Jewish Cemetery in Hasköy, 1937. (Myron Bement Smith Collection, Freer 
Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian Institution, Washington, 
D.C., FSA_A.04_2.07.06. RA357)  
 
Figure 101: Amcazade (Köprülü) Yalı, 1699. (Myron Bement Smith Collection, Freer 
Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives.  Smithsonian Institution, Washington, 
D.C., FSA_A.04_2.06.55.021)  
 
Figure 102: Members of the 1947 commission for the restoration of Amcazade (Köprülü) 
Yalı. (After Tamer, 2001) 
 
Figure 103: Amcazade (Köprülü) Yalı, interior hall overlooking the Bosphorus. (Robert L. 
Van Nice, Robert L. Van Nice Collection, Dumbarton Oaks, Trustees for Harvard University, 
Washington, D.C.)  
  
Figure 104: Two yalıs on the Bosphorus. (Robert L. Van Nice, Robert L. Van Nice 
Collection, Dumbarton Oaks, Trustees for Harvard University, Washington, D.C.) 
 
Figure 105: Rumeli Hisarı, 1452. Circa 1928. From the David Talbot-Rice Archive, Barber 
Institute of Fine Arts (Birmingham), digitised by the Birmingham East Mediterranean 
Archive (https://birminghameastmedarchive.com/) 
 
Figure 106: Çuhacı Han, 1719-1720. (EEKEA) 
 
Figure 107: Büyük Yeni Han, courtyard, 1764. 1937. (Myron Bement Smith Collection, 
Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives.  Smithsonian Institution, 
Washington, D.C., FSA_A.04_2.06.55.188)  
 



 
 

xi 

Figure 108: Büyük Yeni Han, 1764. (Robert L. Van Nice, Robert L. Van Nice Collection, 
Dumbarton Oaks, Trustees for Harvard University, Washington, D.C.)  
  
Figure 109: Cartoon from Akbaba, February 3, 1938. 
 
Figure 110: Cartoon from Akbaba, January 10, 1936.  
 
Figure 111: Zeyrek Mosque, originally the Monastery of the Pantocrator, twelfth century. 
1936 (Nicholas V. Artamonoff, Nicholas V. Artamonoff photographs of Istanbul and Turkey, 
1935-1945, Dumbarton Oaks, Trustees for Harvard University, Washington, D.C.) 
 
Figure 112: Ali Saim Ülgen, Plan of the ramp, kiosk, and the sultan’s lodge inside the Yeni 
Mosque, 1661-1663. (Vakıflar Genel Müdürlüğü, Ankara)  
 
Figure 113: Yeni Mosque, Sultan’s Kiosk, facade. (Vakıflar Genel Müdürlüğü, Ankara) 
 
Figure 114: Yeni Mosque, Sultan’s Kiosk, lateral facade. (Photograph: Author) 
 
Figure 115: The ramp leading to the kiosk. (Vakıflar Genel Müdürlüğü, Ankara) 
 
Figure 116: İbrahim Hakkı Konyalı’s article that appeared in Tan, 19 February 1938.  
 
Figure 117: Cartoon from Akbaba, February 24, 1938. 
 
Figure 118: Yeni Mosque with the Sultan’s Kiosk after the opening of the square. Circa 
1940-1947 (Robert L. Van Nice, Robert L. Van Nice Collection, Dumbarton Oaks, Trustees 
for Harvard University, Washington, D.C.)   
 
Figure 119: Aerial photograph of the tip of the Istanbul peninsula. From the David Talbot-
Rice Archive, Barber Institute of Fine Arts (Birmingham), digitised by the Birmingham East 
Mediterranean Archive (https://birminghameastmedarchive.com/) 
 
Figure 120: The Palace of Justice, former Ottoman Parliament. (Mission Archéologique de 
Constantinople, 1922) 
 
Figure 121: The Palace of Justice, former Ottoman Parliament. (SALT Research) 
 
Figure 122: Aerial photograph featuring the debris of the former Palace of Justice next to 
Hagia Sophia. (IFA/AA, Fonds Prost)  
 
Figure 123: A late sixteenth century miniature featuring a wrestling competition in At 
Meydanı (the Horse Square, former Byzantine Hippodrome). (After Surnâme-i Hümâyûn - 
Imperial Festival Book)  
 
Figure 124: Hypothetical reconstruction of the İbrahim Paşa Palace purged of later additions, 
drawn from the minaret of the Sultanahmet Mosque. (After Çetintaş, 1939) 
 
Figure 125: Another hypothetical reconstruction of the İbrahim Paşa Palace purged of later 
additions, drawn from the location of the German Fountain, the northern end of Sultanahmet 
Square. (After Çetintaş, 1939) 



 
 

xii 

Figure 126: The third courtyard of the İbrahim Paşa Palace, circa 1939. (After Çetintaş, 
1939) 
 
Figure 127: Upper story portico of the İbrahim Paşa Palace turned into an aisle of the prison. 
(After Çetintaş, 1939) 
 
Figure 128: “Adliye Sarayı İşinde Yükselen Falsolu Ses,” (“The Erroneous Voice That 
Raised on the Palace of Justice Affair) Tan, August 6, 1938. 
 
Figure 129: The remains of the Martyrion of St. Euphemia, 1945. (Nicholas V. Artamonoff, 
Nicholas V. Artamonoff photographs of Istanbul and Turkey, 1935-1945, Dumbarton Oaks, 
Trustees for Harvard University, Washington, D.C.)  
   
Figure 130: The vacant plot to the west of the Sultanahmet Square, gained by the demolition 
of the prison in 1939. (Harita Genel Komutanlığı) 
 
Figure 131: Asım Kömürcüoğlu’s winning design for the Palace of Justice to be built in 
Babıali, 1935. (Kömürcüoğlu, 1947) 
 
Figure 132: Elevation of the İbrahim Paşa Palace’s facade overlooking the Sultanahmet 
Square, 1946. (Atasoy, 1972) 
 
Figure 133: The site plan of the palace of justice project as of circa 1947. (Kömürcüoğlu, 
1947) 
 
Figure 134: Proposed transformation of the Sultanahmet Square according to the Prost Plan 
as of 1939. (Kömürcüoğlu, 1947) 
 
Figure 135: Cartoon from Akbaba, September 8, 1938. 
 
Figure 136: Cartoon from Akbaba, August 4, 1938. 
 
Figure 137: Eldem and Onat’s winning design for the Palace of Justice. (Arkitekt, 1949) 
 
Figure 138: The plan of the Palace of Justice. (Arkitekt, 1949) 
 
Figure 139: Istanbul Palace of Justice, 1955. (www.mimarlikmuzesi.org)  
 
Figure 140: A 1942 study for the palace of justice by Prost or one of his collaborators. 
(IFA/AA, Fonds Prost) 
 
Figure 141: Turkish-Islamic Arts Museum, former İbrahim Paşa Palace. (Photograph: 
Author) 
 
Figure 142: Cartoon from Akbaba, March 3, 1938. 
 
Figure 143: Henri Prost, Hagia Sophia plan perspective (IFA/AA – After Bilsel and Pinon) 
 
Figure 144: Henri Prost, 1937 Plan for the European part of Istanbul (IFA/AA) 



 
 

xiii 

Figure 145: The program for urban transformation between 1943-1953 according to the Prost 
Plan. (IFA/AA) 
 
Figure 146: Detail of the 1943-1953 program. [IFA/AA] 
 
Figure 147: The map of the Archaeological Park area. (IFA/AA) 
 
Figure 148: Aerial photograph of the Archaeological Park area. [IFA/AA] 
  
Figure 149: Atatürk Boulevard under construction, 1942. [IFA/AA] 
 
Figure 150: Henri Prost, plan for Florya (IFA/AA) 
 
Figure 151: An exposition complex proposal for the 500th Anniversary of the Conquest in 
1953 [IFA/AA] 
 
Figure 152: Aerial photograph of the Eminönü area before the demolitions. (IFA/AA) 
 
Figure 153: The Galata Bridge and the Eminönü area before the demolitions, 1937. (IFA/AA) 
 
Figure 154: Properties marked for expropriation at the initial stage of the project. (After 
İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası) 
 
Figure 155.a: Henri Prost’s proposal for the transformation of the Eminönü area. (IFA/AA) 
 
Figure 155.b: Henri Prost’s proposal for the transformation of the Eminönü area. (After 
Cumhuriyet Devrinde İstanbul)  
 
Figure 156: Cartoon from Akbaba, January 5, 1939. 
 
Figure 157: Eminönü Square and Yeni Mosque. (After Güzelleşen İstanbul) 
 
Figure 158: Before and after the clearing of the buildings around the Yeni Mosque. (After 
Cumhuriyet Devrinde İstanbul)  
 
Figure 159: Eminönü Square in context fabric. (IFA/AA) 
 
Figure 160: The Bosphorus in winter and in summer. (After Boğaziçi Dergisi) 
 
Figure 161: Beykoz Leather and Shoe Factory overlooking the Bosphorus. (After Fotoğrafla 
Türkiye, 1936) 
 
Figure 162: Beşiktaş before the opening of the square. (After Akbayar, 1998)  
  
Figure 163: Barbaros Statue (After Arkitekt) 
 
Figure 164: Cartoon from Akbaba, July 10, 1941.   
 
Figure 165: Barbaros Statue and Tomb facing each other. (Photograph: Author) 



 
 

xiv 

Figure 166: Aerial photograph featuring the Abbasağa area shortly before the park project. 
(IFA/AA)  
 
Figure 167: Abbasağa Park (After Gülersoy, 1994).   
 
Figure 168: Taksim area in 1925, Pervititch Insurance Maps.  
 
Figure 169: Taksim Barracks and the Talimhane area (Taksim Atatürk Library). 
 
Figure 170: Taksim Square before the demolitions. On the left is the Taksim Barracks. (After 
İstanbul Belediye Mecmuası) 
 
Figure 171: Henri Prost, study for the Surp Hagop area. (IFA/AA) 
 
Figure 172: Women and children at the Gezi Park. (IFA/AA) 
 
Figure 173: The model of the Taksim Square project. Cumhuriyet, December 3, 1939. 
 
Figure 174: Earlier version of the Gezi Park project. (IFA/AA) 
 
Figure 175: The Municipal Club. (IFA/AA) 
 
Figure 176: The Gezi Park and the Taksim Square, mid-1940s. (IFA/AA) 
  
Figure 177: Aerial photograph of Taksim and Park II area before interventions, 1937. 
(IFA/AA) 
 
Figure 178.a: Study for the Park 2. (IFA/AA) 
 
Figure 178.b: Study for the Park 2, detail: “Commemoration of the Passage of the 
Conqueror.” (IFA/AA) 
 
Figure 179: Taksim Theater and Opera Hall, preliminary design by Auguste Perret. (After 
Cumhuriyet Devrinde İstanbul)  
 
Figure 180: The future location of the Taksim Theater and Opera Hall. (IFA/AA) 
 
Figure 181: Atatürk Cultural Center (Arkitekt) 
 
Figure 182: Open-Air Theater, Nihat Uysal and Nahit Yücel. (After Arkitekt) 
 
Figure 183: Open-Air Theater and the Sports and Exhibition Hall (designed by Paolo Vietti-
Violi, Şinasi Şahingiray and Fazıl Aysu) in Park 2. (IFA/AA) 
 
Figure 184: Cartoon from Akbaba, August 7, 1941. 
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A Note on Language, Dates, Surnames, and Abbreviations 
 
 
In this dissertation, I use modern standard Turkish for both Turkish and Ottoman names and 
terms. Published material and archival documents that appeared before the Calendar Reform 
of 1926 were dated according to the Ottoman fiscal calendar (Rumi) or Islamic calendar 
(Hijri). When I use the original date of a published material or an archival document, I 
provide the corresponding date in the Gregorian calendar in parenthesis. Because the standard 
practice of providing the future surnames of Turkish citizens (Turkey adopted the Surname 
Law in 1934) in parenthesis would have been exhausting for the reader, who will soon realize 
that numerous names often appear and reappear in this dissertation, I have opted to follow my 
sources; that is, I provide surnames when the person in question is relevant to an issue that 
took place in 1934 or after. If the point I make involves a period that started before the 
Surname Law and continued thereafter, I also provide surnames. I refer to honorific titles such 
as Paşa and Bey for the pre-1934 period. In my references to pieces from the local press, I 
capitalize each word of the title for the sake of consistency. The reader will encounter the 
following abbreviations:  
 
BCA  Başbakanlık Cumhuriyet Arşivleri (Prime Ministry Republican Archives) 
 
EEKEA Eski Eserleri Koruma Encümeni Arşivi (The Committee of the Preservation of 
Old Monuments Archive)  
 
IFA/AA L’Institut Français d’Architecture, le Centre d'Archives d'Architecture du 
XXe Siècle 
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Introduction 

Walking the streets of Istanbul in the 1920s was a multisensory ordeal. Any long walk 

would take one through narrow, dusty, muddy, broken, and badly paved streets; tiny and 

chaotic public squares; massive burnt areas; dirty, noisy, and malodorous marketplaces; open 

sewers; wooden houses in disrepair; and historical monuments under pitiable conditions. As 

the residents of early republican Istanbul (1923-1949) experienced these inconveniences on a 

daily basis, they were deeply embarrassed of their city. They aspired to remake Istanbul, but 

their imaginations of a modern city differed significantly. For the nascent republican regime 

cherishing the ideals of nationalism and secularism, the modernization of Istanbul was at once 

a prerequisite to revive the city’s urban economy, and a triumph over the legacy of the 

Ottoman Empire, its predecessor that collapsed in 1922. Architects in search of professional 

glory (Turkish or foreigner; inexperienced or senior) found endless inspirations in the 

prospects of reconfiguring the erstwhile imperial capital. This critical, post-imperial juncture 

in Istanbul coincided with the advent of diverse modernist theories and practices on the verge 

of revolutionizing architecture and urbanism at a global scale. At the intersection of local, 

national, and global dynamics, the city served as a site of encounter for various imaginations 

of modernity and urban modernization.    

This dissertation explores these encounters, and traces the circulation of ideas, 

theories, and proposals about the transformation of Istanbul’s built environment. It offers a 

history of urbanism in early republican Istanbul focusing on urban planning, architecture, and 

historical preservation. The main theme of this dissertation is the culture of negotiation 

through which diverse approaches to Istanbul’s urban transformation found meaning and 

relevance in the public sphere; that is, in newspapers, periodicals, books, bureaucratic 

documents, conferences, universities, municipal council, and meetings of committees in 

charge of particular urban projects, whereby the theories of modern urbanism were filtered 
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through local demands and national dynamics. In this public sphere, modernization of 

Istanbul’s urban fabric remained a top concern throughout the early republic, and left behind a 

rich set of documents. Relying on these under (or never)-studied documents, this dissertation 

demonstrates how multiple imaginations of modern city, cultural/historical heritage, and 

national identity competed for recognition in early republican Istanbul. The vibrant public 

sphere had a multitude of actors that proposed, processed, and negotiated these imaginations: 

local and foreign architects, journalists, literary figures, historians, local representatives at the 

municipality, bureaucrats, mayors, and, last but not the least, ordinary people of Istanbul.     

This dissertation departs from the standard historiography, which portrays architecture 

and urbanism in early republican Turkey as a function of the nation-building program, a 

process of reconfiguring urban space so as to serve the aspiration to create a homogenous 

nation. It argues, instead, that the urban transformation of Istanbul was a product of an 

entangled web of local, national, and global dynamics. It particularly emphasizes the crucial 

but almost totally neglected role of local agency in shaping the politics and practices of 

urbanism. By local agency, I refer to the Istanbul-based institutions and individuals that 

actively participated in the processes of urban transformation, and whose primary concern 

was, simply put, to endow Istanbul with the spaces and infrastructures of modernity. The 

history that follows will mostly unfold through their voices that we have barely heard so far. 

These local actors navigated through the theories and principles of modern urbanism, the 

baggage of a secular nationalist republic, and their own diverse visions of a modern city. 

Embracing both modern urbanism and nationalism but rejecting the universal claims of the 

former, and the radical aspirations of the latter for a total breakaway from the past, they 

engaged in heated debates over the paths of reconfiguring their largely dilapidated urban 

environment along modernist lines. They demanded specific urban projects, opposed to 

others, and criticized each other as fiercely as they did those in a position of power. I argue, in 
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sum, that local actors’ negotiations with global modernism and the narratives of nationalism 

informed the modernization of early republican Istanbul.       

In his Poetry and the Police, Robert Darnton claims that historians face problems 

when they “attempt to align theoretical issues with empirical research.”1 During the past few 

decades, together with the proliferation of studies extrapolating the theories of nationalism 

and nation-building to the field of modern Ottoman/Turkish history, we have faced a similar 

problem at a larger, historiographical level. Although these studies have immensely expanded 

our knowledge about the strategies and mechanisms of top-down state engineering 

orchestrated by a bureaucratic elite, their domination of the field led to the impression that the 

nation-building program took place, as it were, in a social vacuum. As a result, people and 

institutions that did not represent the state appear to have little, if any, agency in the 

comprehensive reorganization of their society and space.  

Contesting this understanding, I deliberately avoid harnessing historical evidence to 

prove or dismantle any overarching theory. Instead, I closely examine particular moments of 

urban intervention (such as the opening of boulevards, the redesigning of public squares, and 

the demolition of historical monuments), and the debates and negotiations that surrounded 

them. The deeper the analysis of these moments goes, I argue, the more evident it becomes 

that the framework of nation building was only one factor among others such as the 

circulation of modernist theories, and, most importantly, local agencies; all those factors 

whose complex constellations fuelled the urban transformations of Istanbul during the early 

republic. In the chapters that follow, I will frequently focus on moments of crises that pitted 

different actors against one another over specific interventions in Istanbul’s built 

environment. At times I will take the reader to the meeting room of the Istanbul Municipal 

Council to witness the heated debates of council members. At others, we will sift through the 

                                                
1 Robert Darnton, Poetry and the Police: Communication Networks in Eighteenth-Century Paris (The Belknap 
Press of Harvard University Press: Cambridge, Mass. and London, 2010), 14.  
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columns of local newspapers, the pages of literary pieces, and the visual codes of satirical 

cartoons. At still other times, we will examine inter-institutional correspondences, and see the 

confusions, multiple visions, and deep frictions over the trajectories of urban modernization. 

We will often let the sources speak for themselves so as to hear the voices of Istanbul’s 

residents; their demands, objections, aspirations, and frustrations regarding the modernization 

of the city. Focusing on disparate moments of early republican urbanism in Istanbul yields a 

complex picture that would have eluded us if we selectively push them to speak to specific 

theories. The minute details of these moments embody the complex trajectories of global 

urban modernism in particular national and local contexts. In this respect, what follows is an 

endeavor, as William Blake put it, “to see a world in a grain of sand.”2 

Early republican Istanbul was not Brasília, Chandigarh, or Ankara, capital cities of the 

twentieth century where modernist architecture and urbanism flourished. Nor was it Paris 

during the Second Empire or Rome under Fascism, metropolises with a multilayered history 

that went through processes of dramatic reorganization. In addition to its dilapidated urban 

environment, Istanbul in the 1920s was economically in ruins as well: the volume of 

commerce conducted through the port of Istanbul was a shadow of its pre-First World War 

state3; the transfer of the capital to Ankara deprived the city of thousands of salaried 

bureaucrats and soldiers; and, last but not the least, sharp population decline took its toll on 

                                                
2 This is the first line of Blake’s poem, Auguries of Innocence. The first four lines of the poem is as follows: 
“To see a World in a Grain of Sand 
And a Heaven in a Wild Flower,  
Hold Infinity in the palm of your hand 
And Eternity in an hour.“  
I borrow this insight from David Harvey. During my interview with Harvey in March 2014, I asked him the 
following question, with which I had been grappling within the context of this dissertation project: “How would 
you account for the tension between theory and localities; or between generalizing or totalizing tendencies and 
uniqueness of each context?” I am quoting the first three sentences of Harvey’s long answer: “You know for 
some reason I have never really had a problem about that. You know, I think it is William Blake who kind of 
said the world is contained in a grain of sand. So, there has never been a local circumstance on which I have 
done research that did not seem to me to be about a bunch of universal issues as they come together in a 
particular space.” Ümit Fırat Açıkgöz, “David Harvey ile Söyleşi: Kent, Akademi, Çevre, Sınıf…,” Toplumsal 
Tarih, 245 (May 2014): 14-20.  
3 Dropped from seventeen million tons in 1913 to ten million tons in 1923. “Mustafa Kemal Paşa Caddesi 
Birinci Kısmının Resm-i Küşadı,” İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası 5 (January 1925): 103-105. 
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the city’s dynamism.4 The scope of Istanbul’s urban economy was a far cry from funding 

comprehensive expropriations, infrastructural works, constructions, and restorations, which, 

taken together, constituted the enormous task of urban modernization. As far as the nascent 

republican state was concerned, the picture was barely different. The country had emerged 

from a decade of successive wars as proudly independent but grimly poor. Of countless 

pressing issues (from transportation and education to military and health services), few gave 

priority to the urban modernization of Istanbul, a still functioning city despite the severity of 

its urban problems.5   

It was not only funding that precluded a comprehensive transformation of Istanbul. An 

imperial capital since the fourth century, the city boasted a dense network of historical 

monuments, which complicated almost every single urban intervention such as the opening of 

streets or public squares, and sparked endless public debates over their preservation or 

elimination. Many other challenges (from the status of properties belonging to charitable 

endowments to the legal framework regulating the expropriation of private property) made the 

modernization of Istanbul even more arduous. Nevertheless, throughout the early republic, the 

built environment of Istanbul was in a state of perpetual flux. At one level, the city’s 

residential fabric transformed from largely wooden houses to apartment buildings in concrete. 

                                                
4 From a little over a million in 1922 (based on estimates) to a little less than 700,000 in 1927 (based on nation-
wide census). For various contemporary estimates, see Clarence Richard Johnson, ed., Constantinople to-day; 
or, The pathfinder survey of Constantinople; a study in oriental social life, foreword by Caleb F. Gates (New 
York: The Macmillan Company, 1922), 13-18. Behar shares two conflicting estimates of 1,129,655 and 710,286 
for the year 1922: Cem Behar, Osmanlı İmparatorluğu'nun ve Türkiye'nin nüfusu 1500-1927 = The population 
of the Ottoman Empire and Turkey (Ankara: Başbakanlık Devlet İstatistik Enstitüsü, 1996), 78. Karpat offers a 
very high estimate, 1,600,000 inhabitants, for the period between 1914 and 1916: Kemal Karpat, Ottoman 
Population, 1830-1914: Demographic and Social Characteristics (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 
1985), 103. Also see T.C. Dahiliye Vekaleti Mahalli İdareler Umum Müdürlüğü, Belediyeler (İstanbul: Holivut 
Matbaası, 1933), 420; Neşriyat ve İstatistik Müdürlüğü, İstanbul Şehri İstatistik Yıllığı/Annuaire Statistique de la 
Ville d'Istanbul, vol. 5 (1936-1939) (İstanbul Belediye Matbaası, İstanbul, 1943), 16. 
5 Any resource available for urban modernization was channeled to the creation of a new capital city in Ankara 
in central Turkey (a strategic priority for national defense following the Occupation of Istanbul in 1918), and the 
remaking of western Anatolian cities ravaged by fires toward the end of the Turkish War of Independence. İlhan 
Tekeli, Modernizm, Modernite ve Türkiye’nin Kent Planlama Tarihi (İstanbul: Tarih Vakfı Yurt Yayınları, 
2009), 112.   
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At another, especially from the mid-1930s onwards, significant urban interventions dotted 

Istanbul with many boulevards, thoroughfares, public squares, and parks.   

This dissertation is a study of urban modernization, for it examines the physical 

transformation of public space focusing on these projects. It is also a study of urban 

modernity, a global ethos that I take to signify, in addition to various socio-economic, 

infrastructural, and material dimensions, an aspiration for spaces of recreation, habitation, and 

effective circulation of humans and vehicles; spaces to foster commercial activities, public 

hygiene, and cultural production. A fundamental premise of this dissertation is that the people 

of Istanbul were part and parcel of this ethos, craving for these spaces and actively 

participating in the processes of their production. In this respect, negotiations over different 

imaginations of urban modernity are as relevant to this study as concrete urban interventions. 

These imaginations were shaped at once by the global ethos of urban modernity, and local 

sensibilities over the singularities of Istanbul’s built environment. Resolute as they were for 

transforming their city along modern lines, the people of Istanbul also cherished their unique 

landscapes, historical monuments, and vernacular architecture. Their imaginations of a 

modern city were subject to a perpetual test through these sensibilities over the spaces, 

monuments, and memories of Istanbul, and the concomitant anxieties over the homogenizing 

influences of modernization. Put differently, the history of urban modernization and urban 

modernity discussed here is a history of the domestication and appropriation of global 

modernism and nationalist ideology within the particular circumstances of early republican 

Istanbul.   

In his Paris: Capital of Modernity, David Harvey questions the notion of modernity 

constituting a radical break with the past, and argues that the Haussmannization of Paris (both 

as a program and as a set of concrete proposals) had actually been around during the decades 
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preceding the Second Empire.6 Likewise, many of the urban projects that transformed early 

republican Istanbul had long been in circulation, often since the final decades of the Ottoman 

Empire. As we will see below, the present scholarship tends to attribute the authorship of 

these projects to Henri Prost, the distinguished French architect who planned the 

transformation of Istanbul and supervised its partial implementation between 1936 and 1951. 

Architects, bureaucrats, visionaries, intellectuals, and others based in Istanbul had, in fact, 

proposed, debated, and negotiated the individual projects of the Prost Plan (boulevards, public 

squares, parks, relocation of the port, reorganization of the city along functional zones etc.) in 

the local public sphere before the arrival of Prost. Some of those projects had even been 

partially implemented. Mapping out these local roots demonstrates that the transformation of 

early republican Istanbul was a product of its deep-rooted urban modernity and culture of 

negotiation.       

This dissertation does not dwell much on urban plan as a two-dimensional text 

envisioning formal reconfiguration of space. It rather focuses on urban plan, first, as a 

discourse that triumphed in the public sphere of Istanbul, and, second, as a site of encounter 

between diverse global, national, and local dynamics. It traces how, from the turn of the 

twentieth century onwards, bureaucrats, architects, intellectuals, and the local public at large 

gradually embraced the notion of urban planning as a vital tool to modernize the city. It also 

analyzes the processes of Prost Plan’s implementation, which put the French planner, the 

municipal authorities, and various local interests at odds with one another. This analysis 

reminds us that urban planning is not simply a product of modernist theories, the agency of 

planners, and the agendas of states or local authorities that employed them. Also, at the level 

of its implementation, urban planning encroaches on the spaces and lives of every single 

resident in a city; old and young, men and women, property owners and tenants, shopkeepers 

                                                
6 David Harvey, Paris, Capital of Modernity (New York, London: Routledge, 2003), 8.  
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and wage earners, pedestrians and drivers. It encounters the regimes of property ownership, 

dynamics of urban economy, and monuments and memories of cities. In early republican 

Istanbul, the negotiations between the Prost Plan and a myriad of local sensibilities, concerns, 

demands, and objections left a rich, complex, and colorful history.    

Similar to urban planning, architectural preservation falls under the scope of this study 

in terms of its function as a site of encounter between different imaginations of history, 

heritage, and identity. Given the sheer number of historical monuments scattered around the 

city, their preservation or elimination was a key component of the modernization of Istanbul. 

These monuments evoked myriad and often conflicting memories of patrons, architects, or the 

periods in which they were built (such as Roman/Byzantine, the “Ottoman Golden Age” of 

the sixteenth century, or the “Ottoman decline” of the nineteenth century). Different 

monuments instilled the sense of pride, shame, or anxiety for different people, who grappled 

with questions over how to deal with this multi-layered heritage: Is every old building part of 

our heritage? Should the city, for example, preserve its Byzantine monuments while the 

countries that claim to be successors to the Byzantine Empire (Greece and Russia) have 

threatened the Turkish sovereignty over Istanbul during and right after the First World War? 

Should the secular nationalist republic preserve the monuments and memories of the 

theocratic and multinational Ottoman Empire? Because urban modernization will inevitably 

entail the elimination of some monuments, which ones can be sacrificed, which ones cannot? 

These questions sparked heated debates that informed the urban modernization of Istanbul 

fundamentally.     

All these debates at the local level were an integral component of a global moment of 

modern urbanism, to which early republican Istanbul was well-connected through architects, 

education, and print media. From the late 1920s onwards, a new generation of Turkish 

architects mostly educated at the Institute of Fine Arts in Istanbul embraced the modernist 
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movement, and sought to reconcile it with the particular circumstances of their country. Many 

of these architects worked at the offices of leading European architects such as Auguste 

Perret, Le Corbusier, and Hans Poelzig. In 1931, they founded Mimar (later renamed 

Arkitekt), the first professional architectural journal that disseminated the theories and 

practices of modernism in Turkey. In addition, early republican Istanbul (and Ankara) 

attracted several leading European architects and urban planners. Some of these architects and 

planners such as Alfred Agache involved in specific projects on a temporary basis. Others 

were permanently based in Turkey. As the rise of the Nazis led to an exodus of distinguished 

scholars and technocrats, many German architects ended up in Turkey from the mid-1930s 

onwards. Among them were Bruno Taut, Martin Wagner, Ernst Reuter, and Margarete 

Schütte-Lihotzky, all key figures of the architectural scene in Weimar Germany. These 

architects designed buildings, involved in urban projects, taught at universities, and 

contributed to newspapers and journals such as Mimar/Arkitekt. All these dynamics turned 

early republican Istanbul into a contact zone for various theories of modernism and the local 

imaginations of urban modernity.    

 

Chronology, Context, Terminology 

The early republic begins in 1923 with the declaration of the Turkish Republic, but 

there is no consensus among historians as to when it ended.7 Some conclude the period with 

                                                
7 Political historian Eric Jan Zürcher proposes to take 1908-1950 as the Young Turk Era on the grounds of the 
shared political ideals and cadres between the Second Constitutional Period (1908-1918), the early republican 
period (1923-1950), and the period of national liberation movement between them. Eric Jan Zürcher, Turkey, A 
Modern History (London, New York: I.B.Tauris, 2004). Likewise, in the first few years of 1910s, Istanbul went 
through significant urban interventions led by mayor Dr. Cemil Paşa. However, while the political establishment 
remained intact during the First World War, and transformed itself into an independence movement based in 
Ankara from 1919 onwards, urban interventions and the debates over urban modernization were interrupted for 
almost a decade, which makes 1908 inconvenient as a starting point for this dissertation. Moreover, taking 1908 
as a breaking point would not have done justice to the infrastructural, legal, administrative, and conceptual roots 
of urban modernity in the last few decades of the Ottoman Empire. 



 
 

10 

the death of the founder and first president Mustafa Kemal Atatürk in 1938,8 others with the 

end of Second World War in 1945,9 and still others with the end of the twenty-seven years of 

uninterrupted Republican People’s Party governments in 1950.10 All chronological 

frameworks are, after all, heuristic tools for historians to craft tangible and digestible 

narratives. As far as historical processes are concerned, there is no such thing as an abrupt, 

radical break. This dissertation will recurrently emphasize the continuities between the 

Ottoman and republican periods, and make the argument that many of the key issues, 

institutions, and themes of urban modernization were rooted in the final decades of the 

empire, from the modern municipal institution and the sheer interest of the local press in 

urban issues to the notion of urban planning and architectural preservation.  

What led me to start in 1923 involves less the change in the political regime from 

empire to republic than the concomitant changes in financial, administrative, and social 

dynamics of urbanism; increasing volume of debates and publications about urban 

modernization; and the resumption of urban interventions after almost a decade of wars and 

foreign occupation (the Balkan Wars, the First World War, and the Occupation of Istanbul). 

Chapter 2 will elaborate on these points. With full awareness of the continuities between the 

early republican period and the decades that followed it, I chronologically end this 

dissertation in 1949. For, in this year, I locate three architectural projects and an urban 

phenomenon (all unprecedented for different reasons) that, I argue, ushered in the beginning 

of a new chapter in the history of urban modernization in Istanbul: the first mass housing 

project, the first corporate hotel, the first major mosque project of the republican period, and 

                                                
8 İnci Aslanoğlu, Erken Cumhuriyet Dönemi Türk Mimarlığı 1923-1938 (Ankara: ODTÜ Mimarlık Fakültesi 
Yayınları, 2001); Yeşim Bayar, “The Trajectory of Nation-building Through Language Policies: the Case of 
Turkey During the Early Republic (1920–38), Nations and Nationalism, 17, no: 1 (January 2011): 108–128. 
9 Hale Yılmaz, Becoming Turkish: Nationalist Reforms and Cultural Negotiations in Early Republican Turkey 
(1923-1945) (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2013). 
10 Ersin Altın, “Erken Cumhuriyet Dönemi Mimarlığında 'Öteki' Sorunu 1923-1950” (M.A. Thesis, Yıldız 
Technical University, 2003); Neslihan Dalkılıç and F. Meral Halifeoğlu, “Erken Cumhuriyet Döneminde 
Diyarbakır’da Kamu Binaları: 1923-1950 Dönemi,” Mimarlık Dergisi, 358 (March-April 2011), 74-84. 



 
 

11 

the mushrooming of shanties around the city. These projects perfectly illustrated a major 

reshuffling of the context surrounding the urban modernization of Istanbul due to the global 

dynamics of the post-1945 period.  

There are concepts and terms that need concise clarification at this point for they will 

often come up in this dissertation. The first is secularism.11 Until the end of the Ottoman 

Empire, socio-political organization predicated to a significant degree on Islamic parameters. 

For the founders of the Turkish Republic, the elimination of religion from the public sphere 

was on top of the agenda. A series of sweeping reforms realigned dress codes, education, 

electoral system, inheritance law, and many other realms along secular lines. References to 

Islam disappeared from political discourses and print media from the late 1920s onwards. 

Women, for example, became incomparably more visible in public space as students, 

professionals, and politicians. In this respect, the urban modernization and the urban 

modernity I explore in this dissertation are discursively secular in nature, and cater to, among 

other factors, fostering patterns of gender-mixed participation to social, economic, cultural, 

and educational life. The historical mosques in Istanbul served as a ground for the encounter 

between the ideals of secularism and urban modernization. These mosques as monuments 

were critical assets to prove the archaic roots of the Turkish nation, but their quintessentially 

religious nature put them at odds with the secular aspirations of the republic. In Chapter 5, we 

will see how the early republican narratives of national architectural heritage edited out the 

devotional function of mosques.     

                                                
11 There is a rich scholarly literature on secularism in Turkey. For a selection, see Niyazi Berkes, The 
Development of Secularism in Turkey (Montreal: McGill University Press, 1964); Soner Çağaptay, Islam, 
Secularism, and Nationalism in Turkey: Who is a Turk? (London: Routledge, 2006); Hakan Özoğlu, From 
Caliphate to Secular State, Power Struggle in the Early Turkish Republic (Oxford: Praeger, 2011); Nurullah 
Ardıç, Islam and Politics of Secularism: the Caliphate and Middle Eastern Modernization in the Early 20th 
Century (London and New York: Routledge, 2012); Murat Akan, The Politics of Secularism: Religion, Diversity, 
and Institutional Change in France and Turkey (New York: Columbia University Press, 2017).  
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The second is nationalism.12 The most ambitious program of the republican 

establishment involved crafting an ethnically and linguistically homogenous nation out of the 

multi-ethnic, multi-lingual, and multi-religious legacy of the Ottoman Empire; put differently, 

making people of diverse ethno-religious and linguistic background Turks. In addition to its 

various socio-political and educational dimensions, the nation-building program triggered 

comprehensive studies and radical theories on Turkish history and language in the 1930s.13 

These studies, theories, and the nation-building program in general informed the approaches 

to the plural architectural heritage of Istanbul, taking a toll on the monuments and memories 

of non-Turkish/non-Muslim Ottomans that had constituted roughly half of the city’s 

population.14 The words Turkish and Turkishness (Türklük) will sometimes appear in the 

chapters below to refer, from the eyes of its contemporary residents, to the identity of 

Istanbul, its monuments, the shame of its deplorable state, or the glory of modernizing it. 

It is critical to note that secular nationalism was only one motif of the discourses of 

urban modernity in early republican Istanbul. More decisive were the local quest for modern 

urban spaces (large boulevards, public squares or parks), and the modernist principles (such 

                                                
12 For a selection of studies on Turkish nationalism, see Tanıl Bora, Türk Sağının Üç Hali: Milliyetçilik, 
Muhafazakarlık, İslamcılık (İstanbul: Birikim Yayınları, 1998); Arzu Öztürkmen, Türkiye’de Folklor ve 
Milliyetçilik (İstanbul: İletişim Yayınları, 1998); Eric Jan Zürcher, The Young Turk Legacy and the Nation-
Building: From the Ottoman Empire to Atatürk’s Turkey (London: I.B.Tauris, 2010); Behlül Özkan, From the 
Abode of Islam to the Turkish Vatan: Making of a National Homeland in Turkey (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2012); Yeşim Bayar, Formation of the Turkish Nation-State, 1920-1938 (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2014); Murat Ergin, "Is the Turk a White Man?" Race and Modernity in the Making of Turkish Identity (Leiden: 
Brill, 2016)  
13 Geoffrey Lewis, The Turkish Language Reform: A Catastrophic Success (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1999); Büşra Ersanlı, İktidar ve Tarih. Türkiye'de "Resmî Tarih" Tezinin Oluşumu (1929-1937) (İstanbul: 
İletişim Yayınları, 2013); Etienne Copeaux, Türk Tarih Tezinden Türk-İslam Sentezine: 1931-1993, trans. Ali 
Berktay (İstanbul: İletişim Yayınları, 2016) 
14 For the social and architectural history of non-Muslims in Ottoman Istanbul, see Karen Leal, “The Balat 
District of Istanbul: Multiethnicity on the Golden Horn,” in The Architecture and Memory of the Minority 
Quarter in the Muslim Mediterranean City, ed. Susan Gilson Miller and Mauro Bertagnin (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard GSD, 2010), 175-210; Paolo Girardelli, “Sheltering Diversity. Levantine Architecture in Late Ottoman 
Istanbul”, in Multicultural Urban Fabric and Types in the South and Eastern Mediterranean, ed. Maurice Cerasi 
et al., (Beirut: Orient-Institut, 2007), 113-127; Nora Şeni, “The Camondos and their Imprint on 19th-century 
Istanbul.” International Journal of Middle East Studies, 26/4 (1994): 663-675; Edhem Eldem, “Ottoman Galata 
and Pera between Myth and Reality,” in From “milieu de mémoire” to “lieu de mémoire.” The cultural memory 
of Istanbul in the 20th century, ed. Ulrike Tischler, (Munich: Martin Meidenbauer, 2006), 19-36. 
 



 
 

13 

as public hygiene and effective circulation of humans and vehicles). All these preceded the 

republic and its secular nationalist aspirations, and had emerged under the imperial setting of 

Ottoman Istanbul. In the early republic, the local articulations of urban modernity were often 

devoid of references to official secularism or nationalism. Even when they did, it was often 

for legitimating specific demands for or objections to urban projects. From local perspectives, 

the fundamental right of Istanbul’s taxpaying residents to have access to modern urban spaces 

mattered incomparably more than the function of these spaces to promote the secular 

nationalism of the nascent state.    

Thirdly, I would like to qualify a core term: local. While the main conceptual 

framework of this project revolves around the encounters and interactions between the global, 

the national, and the local, I do not take this triad of terms to be distinct from one another. On 

the contrary, I emphasize their intertwined nature in early republican Istanbul. In this respect, 

I do not define the local in opposition to the global. Nor do I argue that the local was a site of 

resistance to the global, as Arif Dirlik took it to be in an article published in 1996, a time 

when there was a flourishing interest in the prospects of local struggles serving as a bastion of 

anti-globalism.15 Early republican Istanbul and the local agency that shaped the trajectory of 

its urban modernization constituted a radically different context. The objections, grievances, 

and resistances of the Istanbul’s local residents were not to urban modernization per se, but, 

first, to its specific interpretations, and, second, to the tendency of those in power to deny 

them agency in the transformation of the city. In essence, what follows is an analysis of how 

local residents of Istanbul struggled to de-localize themselves, and to partake in the global 

moment of modern urbanism as rightful agents.   

In this dissertation, the reader will often encounter the term “people of Istanbul.” I 

would like to specify it at the outset. The term refers to the residents of Istanbul that 

                                                
15 Arif Dirlik, “Global in the Local,” in Global/Local: Cultural Production and the Transnational Imaginary, 
eds. Rob Wilson, Wimal Dissanayake (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 1996), 21-45. 
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experienced its inconveniences on a daily basis, and aspired to modernize their city. It is 

crucial to note that when I say “people of Istanbul,” I do not mean a coherent group with a 

uniform, collective will. Nor do I suggest that the nation state and the local people were 

essentially at odds regarding the politics of urbanism. On the contrary, the people of Istanbul 

often disagreed with one another regarding both the larger trajectory of urban modernization 

and specific urban projects; and local and national perspectives as much overlapped as they 

were at odds. In this respect, I use the term with full awareness of these diverse and 

conflicting views, and multiple layers of perpetually shifting alliances and oppositions. The 

chapters that follow will examine several moments of crisis emanating from the different 

imaginations of a modern city cherished by different residents of Istanbul.   

I will often employ the concept “public sphere” in my analysis of these complex 

encounters and interactions. I do not take it, however, to be an idealized bourgeois space in 

the sense proposed by Jürgen Habermas, one which grants equal access to all citizens.16 

Drawing on the criticism directed to Habermas by scholars such as Nancy Fraser and Harold 

Mah, I should emphasize at this point that the early republican public sphere of Istanbul was 

predicated on significant exclusions.17 First of all, the people of early republican Istanbul 

whose voices reach us are mostly well-educated professionals such as architects, historians, 

journalists, intellectuals, literary figures, painters, playwrights, cartoonists, lawyers, and 

doctors. Secondly, non-Muslim residents of the city were dramatically underrepresented in 

the local public sphere. Thirdly, only very few women had their voices heard regarding the 

debates over Istanbul’s urban modernization. We have little direct evidence as to how large 

                                                
16 Jürgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of 
Bourgeois Society (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 1989).   
17 Nancy Fraser, “Rethinking the Public Sphere: A Contribution to the Critique of Actually Existing 
Democracy,” Social Text, 25/26 (1990): 56-80; Harold Mah, “Phantasies of the Public Sphere: Rethinking the 
Habermas of Historians,” The Journal of Modern History, 72: 1, New Work on the Old Regime and the French 
Revolution: A Special Issue in Honor of François Furet (March 2000): 153-168.  
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segments of the society (workers, students, illiterate people, and others) perceived and 

represented their urban environment, and imagined a modern city.  

Despite their exclusion from early republican Istanbul’s public sphere, those 

underprivileged segments of the society often had their voices heard via intermediaries. Two 

channels were specifically important in conveying their demands and objections to the larger 

public. The first was local newspapers, which reported a wide spectrum of urban issues on a 

daily basis. Also, their columnists, guest contributors, and cartoonists often published 

commentaries on urbanism and urban modernization. “Journalism made us experts in 

urbanism,” wrote journalist Vâlâ Nureddin in reference to the frequency he devoted his 

column to the grievances of his readers regarding the urban crisis of Istanbul.18 In the highly 

competitive market of early republican Istanbul, voicing local demands and complaints was a 

key requirement of survival for local newspapers. In this respect, even under periods of tight 

censorship precluding political opposition, local newspapers were outspoken when it came to 

the miserable state of Istanbul or particular urban projects. The second channel was the 

Istanbul Municipal Council. Consisting of popularly elected city residents, the council was a 

key institution of urban administration. The minutes of council meetings offer precious 

insights into local voices; not only of the council members themselves, but also, via their 

intermediary role, the ordinary residents of the city. Although rarely and disparately, ordinary 

people’s own voices reach us via “Readers’ Letters” published in local newspapers (“perfect 

indicators of the public opinion,” Vâlâ Nureddin remarked), and petitions submitted to the 

municipal council.19   

 

 

                                                
18 Vâ-Nû, “İstanbulda Şimdiden Sonra İnkişaf Edecek Semtler,” İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası, 185 (October 
1940) 173.  
19 Ibid. 
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Literature Review 

The aftermath of the First World War was a global moment of urban transformation. 

Under different national, colonial, and post-imperial contexts, many cities around the world 

went through comprehensive reorganization, a process informed by the global circulation of 

modernist theories. In the last two decades, the scholarly literature on this global modernism 

has flourished.20 A concomitant line of inquiry involved the preservation, restoration, and 

invention of architectural heritage in cities with complex and multilayered histories.21 While 

most of the monographs have focused on the role of nationalist, colonialist, and socialist 

politics of urbanism and historical heritage, a number of scholars have also explored the 

interactions between these ideologies and local dynamics in the remaking of cities. Urbanism: 

Imported or Exported?, a volume edited by Joe Nasr and Mercedes Volait, was a pioneering 

study examining the processes of global urban transformation through the lens of negotiations 

between foreign and local agencies.22 Nasr’s own article on French provincial towns in the 

1940s and May Davie’s article on Beirut under the French Mandate (1920-1943) are 

specifically worth mentioning.23 For they shed light on how urban planning absorbed local 

                                                
20 Fernando Diniz Moreira, “Shaping Cities, Building a Nation: Alfred Agache and the Dream of Modern 
Urbanism in Brazil (1920--1950)” (PhD diss., University of Pennsylvania, 2004); Aristotle Kallis, The Third 
Rome, 1922-1943: The Making of the Fascist Capital (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014); Ljiljana 
Blagojevic, Modernism in Serbia, The Elusive Margins of Belgrade Architecture, 1919–1941 (Cambridge, 
Mass.: The MIT Press, 2003); Caecilia Pieri, Bagdad, la Construction d'une Capitale Moderne, 1914-1960 
(Beirut: Presses de l’IFPO, 2015); Brian McLaren, Architecture and Tourism in Italian Colonial Libya: an 
ambivalent modernism (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2006); Timothy Hyde, Constitutional 
Modernism Architecture and Civil Society in Cuba, 1933–1959 (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
2012); Talinn Grigor, Building Iran: Modernism, Architecture, and National Heritage under the Pahlavi 
Monarchs (New York: Periscope, 2009).  
21 Alaa al-Habashi, “The Preservation of Egyptian Cultural Heritage through Egyptian Eyes: The Case of the 
Comité de Conservation des Monuments de l’Art Arabe,” in eds. Joe Nasr and Mercedes Volait eds., Urbanism: 
Imported or Exported? Native Aspirations and Foreign Plans Urbanism: Imported or Exported? Native 
Aspirations and Foreign Plans (Chichester, England; Hoboken, NJ: Wiley Academy, 2003), 155-183; Joshua 
Arthurs, Excavating Modernity: The Roman Past in Fascist Italy (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 
2012)   
22 Joe Nasr and Mercedes Volait eds., Urbanism: Imported or Exported? Native Aspirations and Foreign Plans 
(Chichester, England; Hoboken, NJ: Wiley Academy, 2003) 
23 Joe Nasr, “Local Wishes and National Commands: Planning Continuity in French Provincial Towns in the 
1940s,” in eds. Joe Nasr and Mercedes Volait, Urbanism: Imported or Exported? Native Aspirations and 
Foreign Plans (Chichester, England; Hoboken, NJ: Wiley Academy, 2003), 230-262; May Davie, “Beirut and 
the 'Etoile' Area: An Exclusively French Project?,” in eds. Joe Nasr and Mercedes Volait, Urbanism: Imported 
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demands and priorities by relying on specific projects and proposals that had already been 

circulating at the local level.   

When it came to the issues of urbanism, even the authoritarian and totalitarian contexts 

may accommodate local participation and negotiations. For example, Danilo Udovički-Selb 

demonstrates that the Stalinization of Soviet architecture “not only sparked intense debates 

among architects, it also met resistance from the public, who continued to admire the modern 

architecture that had been conceived by the avant-garde in the 1920s.”24 Lucy M. Maulsby’s 

monograph, Fascism, Architecture, and the Claiming of Modern Milan, 1922-1943, pushes 

the analysis of contemporary Italian architecture and urbanism beyond the framework of 

fascism.25 She shows how local cultural elites and ordinary people played a decisive role in 

the transformation of Milan despite the fascist totalitarianism that discouraged public debate. 

Quoting the following passage would be particularly illuminating for the arguments of this 

dissertation: “The example of Piazza degli Affari demonstrates not only that Milan’s urban 

transformation required constant negotiation but also the political order had only partial 

control over existing economic, cultural, and political forces. Even after the rise of fascism, 

the established political structures remained in place and created an environment in which the 

political objectives of fascism were always conditioned to local interest, sometimes quite 

dramatically [...]”26   

Motivated by a similar search to go beyond the framework of nation-building and 

authoritarianism, a handful of scholars have recently enriched the field of the social and 

political history in early republican Turkey. As stated above, the institutionalization of the 

nation-state, and the top-down engineering of the plural, imperial society and culture into a 
                                                                                                                                                   
or Exported? Native Aspirations and Foreign Plans (Chichester, England; Hoboken, NJ: Wiley Academy, 
2003), 206-228.  
24 Danilo Udovički-Selb, “Between Constructivism and Socialist Realism: Soviet Architectural Culture, 1928-
1938,” Journal of Architectural Historians, 68, No. 4 (December 2009), 467-495.   
25 Lucy M. Maulsby, Fascism, Architecture, and the Claiming of Modern Milan, 1922-1943 (Toronto: Toronto 
University Press, 2014) 
26 Ibid., 85.  
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homogenous nation have been the dominant themes of the standard historiography of this 

period, surveys as well as more focused studies.27 These scholars, however, turned their 

attention to the strategies through which ordinary citizens adopted, resisted, or appropriated 

the comprehensive reordering of their society through radical reforms such as in script, dress 

codes, and education. For example, in her monograph Becoming Turkish: Nationalist Reforms 

and Cultural Negotiations in Early Republican Turkey (1923-1945), Hale Yılmaz casts doubt 

on the view that those reforms met “the two extremes of passive reception to outright 

rejection.”28 She points to the significance of the meeting grounds, dialogues, and 

negotiations between the state and the society for understanding the complexities of the 

processes of social and cultural transformation.     

As far as architectural and urban history is concerned, while some scholars of late 

Ottoman cities have contributed to our understanding of complex processes and agencies of 

spatial transformation since the mid-2000s,29 our knowledge of early republican Turkey still 

relies on the notion of top-down reconfiguration of urban space by the nation-state, and the 

careers of contemporary architects, both Turkish and foreign. Sibel Bozdoğan’s 

groundbreaking book, Modernism and Nation Building: Turkish Architectural Culture, 

remains the most comprehensive and stimulating study in the field since its publication in 

                                                
27 For surveys of modern Ottoman/Turkish history, see Eric Jan Zürcher, Turkey, A Modern History (London, 
New York: I.B.Tauris, 2004); Carter Findley, Turkey, Islam, Nationalism, and Modernity: A History, (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2011)  
28 Hale Yılmaz, Becoming Turkish: Nationalist Reforms and Cultural Negotiations in Early Republican Turkey 
(1923-1945) (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2013) 1; For other recent studies exploring the processes of 
negotiating the modernization of Turkey, see Murat Metinsoy, “Everyday Resistance and Selective 
Appropriation to the Hat Reform in Early Republican Turkey,” International Journal of Turcologia 8/16 (Fall 
2013), 7-48; Gavin Brockett, How Happy to Call Oneself a Turk: Provincial Newspapers and the Negotiation of 
a Muslim National Identity (Austin: UT Austin Press, 2011); Alexandros Lamprou, Nation-Building in Modern 
Turkey: The 'People's Houses', the State and the Citizen, (London: I.B.Tauris, 2015). 
29 Jens Hansen, Fin de Siècle Beirut: The Making of an Ottoman Provincial Capital (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2005); Sibel Sayek, Ottoman Izmir: The Rise of a Cosmopolitan Port, 1840-1880 (Seattle: University of 
Washington Press, 2011); Malek Sharif, Imperial Norms and Local Realities: The Ottoman Municipal Laws and 
the Municipality of Beirut (1860-1908) (Würzburg, Ergon Verlag, 2014) 
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2001.30 She states explicitly in her conclusion: “This book is written as an account of this top-

to-bottom mission.”31 Zeynep Kezer’s recent book shares the theoretical premises of 

Bozdoğan’s study regarding the decisive role of the nation-state in reconfiguring the urban 

and rural landscapes of Turkey.32 In her Architecture in Translation: Germany, Turkey, and 

the Modern House, Esra Akcan offers a fresh, transnational perspective by focusing on the 

intellectual exchanges between Turkish and German architects, but the role of complex 

negotiation processes in the architectural and urban transformation of Turkey is beyond her 

interests.33   

Historians of architecture and urbanism in early republican Turkey have mostly 

focused on Ankara, the peripheral Ottoman town turned into a modern capital city from the 

1920s onwards.34 Istanbul received remarkably little attention. The only substantial studies 

are about the French architect Henri Prost, who supervised the urban transformation of 

Istanbul between 1936-1951.35 Many scholars have argued that Istanbul was “neglected” by 

the republican regime that associated the city with the Ottoman Empire, and that the physical 

                                                
30 Sibel Bozdoğan, Modernism and Nation Building: Turkish Architectural Culture (Seattle: University of 
Washington Press, 2001) 
31 Ibid., 299.  
32 Zeynep Kezer, Building Modern Turkey: State, Space, and Ideology in the Early Republic (Pittsburg: 
University of Pittsburg Press, 2015) 
33 Esra Akcan, Architecture in Translation: Germany, Turkey, and the Modern House (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2012)  
34 For the making of Ankara as the capital city, see İnci Basa, "From Praise to Condemnation: Ottoman 
Revivalism and the Production of Space in Early Republican Ankara," Journal of Urban History 41 no. 4 (July 
2015): 711-738; Gönül Tankut, Bir Başkentin İmarı, Ankara, 1929-1939 (Ankara: ODTÜ Mimarlık Fakültesi 
Yayınları, 1991); Ali Cengizkan, Ankara’nın İlk Planı: 1924-1925 Lörcher Planı (Ankara: Ankara Enstitüsü 
Vakfı, 2004); Şenol Cantek, “Yaban”lar ve “Yerli”ler: Başkent Olma Sürecinde Ankara, (İstanbul: İletişim 
Yayınları, 2003); Bülent Batuman, “Early Republican Ankara: Struggle over Historical Representation and the 
Politics of Urban Historiography,” Journal of Urban History 37/5 (September 2011): 661-679. For the remaking 
of Izmir after the Great Fire of 1922, see Biray Kolluoğlu, "The Play of Memory, Counter-Memory: Building 
Izmir on Smyrna's Ashes," New Perspectives on Turkey, 26 (Spring 2002): 1-28; Cana Bilsel, “Une ville renaît 
des cendres: la création de Smyrne la républicaine” in Smyrne 1830-1930: De la fortune à l'oubli, ed. Marie-
Carmen Smyrnelis (Paris: Éditions Autrement, 2006), 204-219.  
35 Cana Bilsel and Pierre Pinon eds., İmparatorluk Başkentinden Cumhuriyet’in Modern Kentine: Henri 
Prost’un İstanbul Planlaması - From the Imperial Capital to the Republican Modern City : Henri Post's 
planning of Istanbul, (1936- 1951) (İstanbul: İstanbul Araştırmaları Enstitüsü, 2010); İpek Akpınar, “The 
Rebuilding of Istanbul after the Plan of Henri Prost 1937-1960: From Secularisation to Turkish Modernisation,” 
PhD Diss., (Bartlett School of Graduate Studies, University of London, 2003)       
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landscape of the city changed little.36 This dissertation questions both convictions. It argues 

that Istanbul’s built environment was in perpetual flux throughout the early republic. 

Moreover, this dissertation proposes a different understanding of urban transformation, one 

which relocates the focus of inquiry from the nation-state to the intertwined nature of local, 

national, and global dynamics that informed urban modernity and urban modernization. Seen 

from this perspective, early republican Istanbul was, in fact, a vibrant period of debate, 

negotiation, and transnational interactions.      

 

Sources  

In this dissertation, I examine a wide range of sources that demonstrate the complex 

processes and dynamics of early republican urban modernization, particularly the role of local 

participation. The reader will quickly note that I privilege the affectionate, often undiplomatic 

voices of local residents over the formal and authoritative voices of official documents. On 

the one hand, this is a deliberate choice, one that serves the aim of this study to bring forward 

the crucial role played by the local articulations of urban modernity. On the other hand, most 

of the official archives on early republican Turkey, both at the national and local levels, are 

either inaccessible or partially accessible. The chief national archives (Prime Ministry 

Republic Archives - Başbakanlık Cumhuriyet Arşivleri) offers only a select group of digitized 

documents. This deprives historians not only from the bureaucratic documents, but also those 

documents, notably petitions, that convey the complex ways in which ordinary people partook 

in the transformation of their society and space.37  

                                                
36 Murat Gül, The Emergence of Modern Istanbul: Transformation and Modernization of a City, (London: I. B. 
Tauris, 2009) (Chapter 3: The Neglected City, 1923-1933); Nur Altınyıldız, “The Architectural Heritage of 
Istanbul and the Ideology of Preservation,” 293, Muqarnas, 24, (2007) 281-305; Deniz Ülkütekin, “Mahallemi 
Kaybettim Hükümsüzdür,” (Interview with Cem Behar), Cumhuriyet Pazar, 4 January 2015; Eray Ak, “En 
Büyük Sorun Kadın Olarak Görülüyor,” (Interview with Zafer Toprak), Cumhuriyet Kitap Eki, 7.12.2017.  
37 Hale Yılmaz’s book, which relies on the Ministry of Interior archives, is a notable exception. The ministry 
permitted the author to examine the General Directorate of Security documents, which provided a wealth of 
information about state-society relations and popular reappropriations of nationalist reforms. Hale Yılmaz, 
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The minutes of the Istanbul Municipal Council, which urban historians have not 

examined so far, constitute a major source for this dissertation. The council was a platform 

whereby virtually every local issue, from public health and transportation to urban 

transformation, were discussed and negotiated. The members of the council were popularly 

elected. They checked the mayor and intervened in municipal affairs in the name of the 

residents of Istanbul. The minutes of the council meetings offer invaluable insights into local 

articulations of urban modernity and urban modernization. In addition to the council members 

themselves, we also learn a lot about how the ordinary residents partake in the debates over 

the transformation of their city: at times council members brought to the table particular 

demands or objections of their electors; at others the petitions submitted by a group of 

residents were read aloud during the meetings, and then discussed. The minutes are full of 

debates over hygiene, public squares, boulevards, street naming, residential architecture, 

building permits, urban planning, and many other issues. One of the most fruitful sources of 

this dissertation, the minutes of the Istanbul Municipal Council are also the most frustrating. 

For we only have access to those minutes that were published as large volumes (around a 

thousand pages each) between 1921 and 1926, and in 1930-1931. The rest were not published, 

and the Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality does not allow researchers to see whether the 

original, handwritten minutes survive. Considering the richness of the minutes belonging to 

this limited period in early republican history, one regrets the inaccessibility of the rest.    

Another significant source is the archives of the Committee of the Preservation of Old 

Monuments (CPOM). Founded in 1917, the CPOM was in charge of documenting the 

historical patrimony of Istanbul, and examining the appropriateness of the projects to restore, 

demolish, or transfer monuments. While historians have so far used the CPOM archives 

largely for factual information (such as restoration dates and visual material), this dissertation 

                                                                                                                                                   
Becoming Turkish: Nationalist Reforms and Cultural Negotiations in Early Republican Turkey (1923-1945), 
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analyzes reports, correspondences, and court cases that related to architectural preservation. 

These documents demonstrate diverse meanings attached to historical monuments, which 

provoked heated debates across state institutions, public figures, and local newspapers. They 

considerably enrich our understanding of the issues of urban modernity, heritage, memory, 

and identity in early republican Istanbul.  

News reports, opinion pieces, and visual material that appeared in contemporary local 

newspapers significantly inform this dissertation. Especially after the first few years of the 

republic, and until the final years of the 1940s, newspapers were under state surveillance so as 

to quell political opposition. However, when it came to the issues of urban administration and 

urban modernization, Istanbul-based newspapers were bitterly critical of the municipality, and 

often of the state itself. In this pre-corporate media age, each newspaper was an independent 

enterprise, and bound to sell as many copies as possible in order to survive. Conveying the 

common grievances and demands of people was key to sell a newspaper, and in early 

republican Istanbul, no grievance was more common than that of the deplorable state of the 

city, and no demand was more widespread than that of its modernization. Almost every local 

newspaper devoted substantial sections (around a page) on city news, including reports from 

the Istanbul Municipal Council meetings. Columnists often wrote about urban administration 

and modernization of Istanbul. Newspapers also provided space for guest contributors that 

addressed the same issues, and, most uniquely, for readers that sent letters raising their 

questions, concerns, demands, and proposals about their neighborhoods and the city at large. 

In sum, newspapers offer invaluable insights into local perspectives over both specific urban 

projects and overall modernization of early republican Istanbul. I extensively use two 

newspapers. The first is Cumhuriyet, an influential newspaper distinguished by its longevity 

from its peers that were banned permanently almost without exception sometime during the 

early republic. The second is Tan, another influential newspaper that was active between 1935 
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and 1945. I use other newspapers such as Akşam and Tevhid-i Efkar less extensively. In 

addition, many of the chapters below feature cartoons from the satirical magazine Akbaba, 

which crisply and subversively captured the popular reactions to the dilapidation of Istanbul 

and the attempts to modernize the city.  

The personal archives of Henri Prost provide several images used in this dissertation, 

as well as documents that illustrated his encounters with the local bureaucrats and 

intellectuals. A number of documents from the Prime Ministry Archives helped fill important 

gaps that involved specific urban interventions. In addition to these sources, I make an 

extensive use of several contemporary periodicals and literary pieces.  

  

Outline  

The chapters that follow are organized thematically rather than chronologically, but 

the particular dynamics of urban transformation in early republican Istanbul led me to observe 

some chronological framework in treating different themes. Some chapters dwell on issues 

that related to the entire period of the early republic, others on roughly to the first half of the 

early republic (1923-1936), and still others on roughly the second half (1936-1949). A key 

factor leading to the chronological differentiation of some chapters is the advent of planned 

urbanization from 1936 onwards, which significantly increased the volume of urban 

interventions and the intensity of the concomitant public debates. However, instead of 

privileging the period of planned urbanization, this dissertation pays, in fact, slightly more 

attention to the 1920s and the first half of the 1930s, when, I argue, the foundations of the 

plan, its specific projects, and the debates that surrounded them were all laid.    

The first chapter explores the culture of debating and negotiating the politics and 

practices of urbanism that pervaded early republican Istanbul, and, therefore, lays the 

groundwork for the rest of the dissertation. It examines four public platforms in which local 
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residents voiced their demands, criticisms, and anxieties regarding the urban modernization of 

Istanbul: newspapers, satirical magazines, municipal council, and literary pieces. The chapter 

shows that, at a time when an authoritarian single-party state largely precluded political 

opposition, and when civil society was at its nascent stage in Turkey, the people of Istanbul 

successfully pushed for agency through these platforms, asserting their right to be part of the 

local body politic.   

Chapter 2 has three rubrics. In the first, I introduce the reader to the legal, financial, 

and patrimonial context of urbanism in early republican Istanbul through the eyes of local 

commentators. I specifically examine the shared concerns over the challenges that precluded 

the comprehensive modernization of Istanbul: the vast and poorly connected urban sprawl; 

massive burnt areas, which were a product of successive fires during the final decade of the 

Ottoman Empire; the system of charitable endowments dominating the urban property 

ownership; the exceptionally dense fabric of historical monuments; and the legal and financial 

weaknesses of the urban/municipal administration. In the second rubric, I explore the 

appropriations of urban space from the early 1920s through the mid 1930s. No longer a 

capital city, Istanbul offered a surplus of public buildings (former ministry buildings, 

barracks, palaces, medreses, and so on) for alternative uses. The toponymic landscape of 

Istanbul’s urban space also underwent comprehensive transformation. The Istanbul Municipal 

Council renamed hundreds of streets and neighborhoods, “purifying” the city of the multi-

ethnic and multi-religious memories of the empire, and nationalizing the urban namescape of 

the city. Especially during the first few years of the republic, the toponymy of Istanbul was a 

contested issue pitting different political factions against one another. Focusing on a petition 

submitted by the residents of Şişli area, I show that the ordinary people took initiatives in the 

renaming of their streets and neighborhoods. Finally, the third rubric of Chapter 2 investigates 

discrete interventions in the urban fabric, and the processes of negotiation that shaped them 



 
 

25 

through the mid-1930s. It sheds light on the local articulations of the notions of public 

hygiene and urban aesthetics, tracing the local demands for clearing the city of the sight, 

sound, and smell of private slaughterhouses; flocks of sheep and cows navigating through the 

streets; and the dirt and debris of the unregulated trade of fruits and vegetables. It then 

examines the mixed popular reactions to the advent of modernist apartment buildings; the role 

of the funding, active participation, and criticism of local residents in shaping two public 

statues, Atatürk Statue in Sarayburnu (1926) and the Republic Monument (1928) in Taksim; 

and, finally, the project to open up the Atatürk Boulevard, the largest thoroughfare of the city, 

in relation to the debates that surrounded it.   

Chapter 3 is an in-depth analysis of two controversies over the public squares of 

Istanbul. It strongly supports the core arguments of this dissertation regarding the key role of 

local agency and local articulations of modern urbanism in shaping the urban transformation 

of early republican Istanbul.  The controversies in question revolved around two questions: 

What is a Public Square? Who Owns It? The chapter demonstrates that the members of the 

Istanbul Municipal Council and the local newspapers defied the mayor, who was appointed by 

the government, and asserted the right of taxpaying city residents to stop those projects that 

they did not approve. It also shows how they articulated the notion of “modern public 

squares” with eloquent references to hygiene and urban aesthetics. In addition, the minute 

details of these two controversies perfectly encapsulate the complicated legal, financial, and 

administrative dimensions of urbanism in early republican Istanbul.   

Chapter 4 departs from the standard approach that takes urban planning as a 

technocratic and bureaucratic text. Instead, it treats urban planning as a discourse, tracing its 

circulations and articulations in late Ottoman and early republican Istanbul. By examining a 

wide array of contemporary publications, the chapter reveals the wealth of ideas about the 

planning of Istanbul, proposed by, among others, Ottoman intellectuals, American 
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archaeologists, Turkish, French, and German architects, and Turkish literary figures. It also 

demonstrates that, by the 1930s, the interest in planning Istanbul had gone beyond the realm 

of architects and bureaucrats to mass media and popular culture such as newspapers, satirical 

magazines, and literary pieces. This chapter constitutes a basis for Chapter 6 by 

demonstrating that many of the themes and proposals of Henri Prost’s master plan (1938) 

were deeply rooted in these local interventions of the 1920s and 1930s.   

Chapter 5 focuses on the question of historical patrimony and architectural 

preservation, which stood at the center of Istanbul’s urban modernization. It shows how the 

people of Istanbul turned historical monuments into a site whereby they articulated contesting 

notions of history, heritage, national identity, and modernity. As they opposed to the 

elimination of monuments at times, and called for modern urban infrastructure at the expense 

of monuments at others, the people of Istanbul clashed with local and national authorities as 

well as among themselves over the question of what role historical patrimony would play in a 

modern city. The first part of this chapter investigates local narratives of heritage, focusing on 

the struggles of local actors and institutions over the uses and meanings of monuments from 

Istanbul’s Roman, Byzantine, and Ottoman past. The second part examines the conflict 

between urban modernization and historical preservation through an in-depth analysis of two 

public controversies each concerning a proposal to demolish a historical monument to make 

way for an urban project.  

The sixth chapter explores the period of planned urbanism between 1936 and 1949. 

The first part of the chapter focuses on French architect Henri Prost, who supervised the 

planning of Istanbul between 1936 and 1951. I chart Prost’s intellectual background with 

particular emphasis on his formative experience at the Paris-based Musée Social, the private 

research institution where the discipline of modern urbanism was born, and his experience in 

Morocco where he led urbanism during the 1910s under the French governor-general Hubert 
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Lyautey. After offering a brief overview of the French architect’s plan proposal for Istanbul, I 

trace the local roots of its individual urban projects, and demonstrate that the Prost Plan was 

to a large extent a codification of discrete projects that had been in circulation before Prost’s 

arrival. The second part of the chapter turns to a number of urban interventions and the 

debates that surrounded them such as the highly controversial Eminönü Square project and 

the proposals to transform the Bosphorus area. I particularly examine the Taksim Square-Gezi 

Park project in its relationship to the adjacent Park 2, the large green space featuring a number 

of new cultural and sports facilities. By the late 1940s, the area between Taksim and the end 

of Park 2 in Dolmabahçe along the Bosphorus had transformed into an enclave of modern 

city, while the rest of Istanbul continued to grapple with myriad urban issues. This duality led 

to a split in public opinion, pitting those that praised the municipality for endowing Istanbul 

with long-desired modern spaces against others that lambasted it for spending its limited 

resources on this project, and for neglecting many neighborhoods without basic infrastructure.  

The dissertation concludes with an epilogue that offers an overview of the post-1949 

period, highlighting the manifestation of two global phenomena in Istanbul. The first is rural 

to urban migration, which resulted in the mushrooming of squatter settlements around the city 

from the late 1940s onwards. In addition to their physical consequences, squatter settlements 

were breeding grounds for both left-wing and Islamist movements in subsequent decades, 

which as much revolutionized the urban history of Istanbul as it did the Turkish political 

scene. The second global phenomenon is the rise of the Right to the City Movement in 

Istanbul during the past two decades. The epilogue closes with remarks on the largest popular 

uprising in modern Turkish history, which erupted on May 31, 2013 over protests against the 

government plan to destroy Istanbul’s Gezi Park; a global moment of ordinary people seeking 

agency, from Occupy Wall Street and Arab Uprisings to the urban riots in Brazil.  
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Chapter 1: Channels of Local Agency  

 

Introduction 

“Cover yourself, o Istanbul, bloody land, 
Cover yourself, aged prostitute, cover yourself, never wake up!”   
 

Tevfik Fikret, the leading Ottoman poet of the turn of the twentieth century, concluded 

his Sis (Fog) with this couplet. The poem spectacularly turned upside down the centuries old 

poetic convention of eulogizing the natural and human-made beauties of Istanbul, “a simple 

stone” of which was, as the eighteenth century poet Nedim put it, “more worthy than the 

entire country of Persia.” In Sis, Istanbul embodies Abdülhamid II’s despotism and the 

degenerate social classes that sustained it. Composing the poem on a foggy day in 1902, 

Tevfik Fikret represented Istanbul as “decrepit Byzantium,” a city of “oppression,” 

“injustice,” “hypocrisy,” “dismal palaces,” “muddy streets,” “burnt areas,” and “bleak houses 

of the poor.” He welcomed the dense fog blanketing Istanbul, and, so to speak, all that he 

associated with the city.38  

More than three decades later, in 1936, another literary figure and journalist, Orhan 

Seyfi Orhon, also turned fog into a metaphorical tool to comment on the contemporary city. 

One of his editorial pieces to the satirical journal Akbaba, titled “Istanbul in Fog,” started with 

a single-line epigraph alluding to Tevfik Fikret’s Sis: “Cover yourself, yes, o dump, cover 

yourself, yes, o city!” Unlike Tevfik Fikret, however, Orhon did not target the political 

establishment or social decay. Instead, he took up the issue of urban plight in Istanbul and the 

broken hopes of the modernization of the city. The fog in Orhon’s piece was so dense as to 

conceal the buildings and shops flanking streets and squares, which led him into the reverie of 

strolling though a modern city. He happily mistook the narrow streets for the boulevards of 

                                                
38 Tevfik Fikret, Bütün Şiirleri (İstanbul: Can Yayınları, 1984), 362-371.  
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London and New York, the ill-defined and tiny square of Eminönü for Place de l’Étoile, and 

the arch beneath the sultan’s kiosk of Yeni Mosque for Arc de Triomphe. When the fog 

dissipated around noon, the actual city of dilapidation reappeared. Orhon concluded: “We 

need either equally dense fog or a drunken state of mind to see the new [i.e. modern] 

Istanbul.”39  

The quest for urban modernization in Istanbul was a major theme of literary and 

journalistic pieces since the Constitutional Revolution of 1908. “Since the declaration of 

constitution [in 1908] that introduced liberty and freedom,” stated a 1923 proposal for 

municipal reform, “everyone, most importantly the press, has been expressing the problems 

and deprivations of Istanbul, and demanding the modernization of the city. These demands 

have been intensifying over the past fifteen years [...], and the public desire [for urban 

modernization] is getting more and more widespread every day.”40 During the early republic 

(1923-1949), the circulation of ideas, suggestions, and criticisms about urban modernization 

became impressively more voluminous, diverse, and systematic. People who wrote about 

overcoming Istanbul’s predicament included many protagonists of contemporary cultural and 

intellectual life, ranging from literary figures such as Peyami Safa and Ahmet Hamdi 

Tanpınar to journalists such as Yunus Nadi and Ahmet Emin. Many others of diverse 

backgrounds, too, recurrently visited the issue of dense urban fabric, lack of modern public 

spaces, and crumbling built environment: intellectuals, columnists, poets, cartoonists, 

novelists, technocrats, bureaucrats, historians, architects, and ordinary citizens.  

Proposals for different paths of urban modernization triggered lively debates in the 

local public sphere, but a vigorous expression of the citizens’ right to live in a modern city 

stood at the intersection of all arguments. Local actors articulated this fundamental right 

                                                
39 Orhan Seyfi Orhon, “Siste İstanbul,” Akbaba, January 18, 1936.  
40 İstanbul Şehrinin Islahat-ı Belediyesi’ne Dair Layiha (İstanbul: Hüsn-ü Tabiyyet Matbaası, 1339-1341 [1923-
1925])   
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through three main modes. The first was diagnosis. A barrage of news reports, columns, and 

cartoons, as well as the members of the municipal council during their regular meetings, 

argued that the current urban condition in Istanbul was deplorable to the degree of being 

shameful for the nation. The second was criticism of the relevant institutions and individuals. 

The local press repeatedly lambasted a long list of culprits for the disorderly state of Istanbul: 

the municipality, concessionary companies, preservationists, and the Ottoman governments, 

among others. The third was pressure. Newspapers, columnists, and readers (through their 

published letters) pushed the municipality for certain actions, admired it when their proposals 

were considered, and rebuked it when they were not.  

On the other hand, while many looked up to contemporary European cities as models 

of urban modernization, the anxiety of losing Istanbul’s singularities overcame many others. 

As a result, the theme of nostalgia often permeated the narratives of the urban environment 

and the prospects of its modernization. Especially some literary figures regretted the loss of 

those physical features that represented the social cohesion and aesthetic harmony of past 

centuries. The modern city they aspired for was one which acquired the spaces and 

infrastructures of modernity while, at the same time, preserving its historical monuments and 

urban forms that constituted its own distinctive identity. Their arguments reflected larger 

concerns for the radical paths the Turkish modernization project was following.   

This chapter explores the articulation of these demands, criticisms, and anxieties in 

four different platforms: local newspapers, satirical magazines, municipal council, and literary 

pieces. These platforms enabled the people of Istanbul to make their voices heard about a 

multitude of urban issues, and, thereby, to claim agency in shaping the trajectory of Istanbul’s 

physical transformation. The chapter shows that local actors were highly influential critics of 

the municipality, demanders of urban change, and, at the same time, defenders of the city’s 

historical patrimony. Elaborating on the culture of debating and negotiating the city that 
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pervaded the early republican period, this chapter lays a crucial groundwork for the rest of the 

dissertation. The themes, actors, and platforms of the debates scrutinized here will inform 

later chapters on the discourses of urban plan, physical and symbolic appropriations of urban 

space, preservation of historical monuments, and interventions in the physical fabric.  

 

Daily Interventions 

Already in the final decades of the nineteenth century, daily life in Istanbul made its 

way to local newspapers. One of the pioneers was Basiretçi Ali Efendi, who, in the 1870s, 

penned short pieces on various issues of the city ranging from public transportation and 

coffeehouses to streets and cemeteries.41 The champion of the genre called “City Letters” 

(Şehir Mektupları) was Ahmed Rasim, whose shrewd observations narrated through an 

accessible language and humorous style became immensely popular at the turn of the century. 

Navigating around the city in search of stories, Ahmed Rasim turned the pleasures, miseries, 

beauties, and problems of Istanbul into subjects for short fun pieces, which stood out in the 

highly competitive world of contemporary local press and attracted the capital’s reading 

public. The strict censorship of Abdülhamid II (r. 1876-1909) led Ahmed Rasim to avoid 

outright criticism. Instead, the dire conditions of urban life in Istanbul were featured as 

elements of humorous situations in his City Letters: a donkey saved at the last minute before 

it drowned in the mud of the Edirnekapı Street, French long jumpers in 1896 Summer 

Olympics in Athens jumping six meters versus ordinary people of Istanbul jumping four 

meters to avoid puddles on rainy days, or those who escape from trams circulating in narrow 

streets.42  

                                                
41 Basiretçi Ali Efendi, Bir Zamanlar İstanbul: Şehir Mektupları, ed. Nuri Sağlam (İstanbul: İstanbul Ticaret 
Odası, 2008)   
42 Ahmet Rasim, Şehir Mektupları, v. 1-2, ed. Nuri Akbayar (İstanbul: Arba Yayınları, 1992), 95, 139, 158-159.  
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Newspaper pieces on urban life became even more popular in the early republic. What 

distinguished the early republican journalism on the city from its late nineteenth century 

predecessor was its growing self-confidence. Now, criticism no longer needed to veil itself 

with humor. It was manifest. Even though freedom of press was subject to varying degrees of 

restrictions throughout the early republic, local press never ceased to lambast those that it 

deemed to be responsible for the physical state of the city. It particularly targeted Ankara-

appointed mayor-cum-governors. Also, the spectrum of covering the city and commenting on 

its various problems expanded. Established journalists such as Burhan Felek, Yunus Nadi, 

and Ahmed Emin Yalman frequently devoted their columns to the issues of contemporary 

Istanbul. Moreover, updating the City Letters genre to the early republican context, relatively 

younger journalists published long series of personal research and interviews exploring 

diverse matters related to the city. Some of these series were properly named as “From Inside 

the City” (Şehrin İçinden) and “Interviews from the City” (Şehirden Röportajlar).  

Tan newspaper was actively interested in the plight of Istanbul in the second half of 

the 1930s. After its ownership passed from one prominent journalist (Ali Karacan) to another 

(Ahmed Emin Yalman) in 1936, the newspaper declared its commitment to the revitalization 

of the city and called for contributions from its readers: “Tan, a newspaper of the entire 

country, will pay specific attention to the aesthetic, economic, and planning matters of 

Istanbul where it is published. The present situation is catastrophic. We will preserve the past, 

and build a new future.”43 Tan commissioned its correspondents to report on urban issues and 

conduct interviews with technocrats, bureaucrats, and intellectuals. One of these 

correspondents was Fikret Adil, a well-known art critic and bohemian, who undertook a 

weekly page titled “Istanbul: Building the New City, Protecting the Old Monuments.” What 

triggered this weekly page project was the recruitment of French architect Henri Prost as the 

                                                
43 “Bir İstanbul Sayfası Açıyoruz,” Tan, August 1, 1936.  
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city planner of Istanbul in 1936, which we will discuss in Chapter 6. Between August and 

November of the same year, Fikret Adil’s page featured short commentaries on and 

photographs of specific sites or monuments, as well as interviews with several intellectuals 

such as Mithat Cemal, poet and novelist, and Melek Celal, a leading artist (Figure 1).44   

Another journalist working for Tan, Nizamettin Nazif, a colorful figure of Istanbul 

press, also published articles on urban issues relying on his on-site observations. One of his 

articles was provocatively titled “I Would Like to be a Nebuchadnezzar.”45 It was the 

miserable sight of Istanbul he caught on top of the minaret of the Mihrimah Mosque in 

Edirnekapı, Nizamettin Nazif remarked, that led him to fantasize about being the famous 

Mesopotamian king: “It turned out that it was the privilege of the muezzins of major mosques 

to understand what a dump our city is.” Rebuilding the war-torn city of Babylon into a 

wonder of the ancient world, Nizamettin Nazif argued, made Nebuchadnezzar an epitome of 

ideal mayor for all ages. He argued that Mussolini was the Nebuchadnezzar of the 1930s, 

crediting the fascist leader for the creation of a planned Rome out of a disorderly city. 

Nizamettin Nazif’s page-long article featured illustrations by Münif Fehim, a well-known 

painter, cartoonist, and book cover designer of his time. One of the illustrations featured 

Kariye Mosque (originally Byzantine Church of Chora) surrounded from all sides by 

buildings in disrepair. (Figure 2)  

                                                
44 Fikret Adil, “İstanbul. Yeni Şehri Yapmak, Abideleri Korumak: Melek Celal ile Röportaj,” Tan, September 
17, 1936; Fikret Adil, “İstanbul. Yeni Şehri Yapmak, Abideleri Korumak: Mithat Cemal ile Röportaj,” Tan, 
October 26,1936.  
45 Nizameddin Nazif, “Ben Bir ‘Buhtunnasar’ Olmak İstiyorum,” Tan, May 4, 1935. 
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Figure 1: “Istanbul: Building the New City, Protecting the Old Monuments.” Fikret 
Adil interviews painter Melek Celal. Tan, September 17, 1936.   

 

 

Figure 2: Kariye Mosque. Illustration by Münif Fehim. Tan, May 4, 1935.  
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Journalist Selahaddin Güngör also published similar articles on a regular basis. Some 

of his series were titled “Looks at Beautiful Istanbul,” “An Interview Everyday,” and “What 

We Read-What We Hear.”46 Güngör later transferred to the Cumhuriyet newspaper, and 

continued to publish similar series. One of them focused specifically on historical 

monuments.47 Another, titled “From Inside the City,” appeared between 1939 and 1942, and 

dealt with a multitude of issues ranging from the picturesque beauties and beaches of Upper 

Bosphorus to music in ferries (jazz versus saz – a group of musicians playing 

Ottoman/Turkish music) and public celebrations of the nationalization of city trams.48 The 

problems of urbanism constituted a major theme in Güngör’s “From Inside the City.” He 

visited specific neighborhoods in person, described physical conditions, and either called for 

municipal action or informed and commented on the ongoing urban projects. In one piece, for 

example, Güngör explored the age-old trouble in the streets of Istanbul: dust/mud depending 

on the weather.49 In another, he visited the site of the coastal street project between Bebek and 

İstinye along the Bosphorus, talked to the workers and their supervisors, and informed the 

readers on why the project was progressing so slowly.50 Yet another article criticized the 

failed investments in Sarayburnu such as a large pool and the wasted potential of the area to 

serve as a recreation space for people.51   

As late as the final years of the 1940s, newspapers reserved regular sections for their 

correspondents’ coverage of urban issues in Istanbul. For example, Cumhuriyet’s Metin 
                                                
46 Selahaddin Güngör, “Okuduklarımız, Duyduklarımız: Üsküdar,” Tan, May 15, 1935; Selahaddin Güngör, 
“Güzel İstanbula Bakışlar: Boğaziçi Yavaş Yavaş Harap Olmaktan Çıktı da Hızla Sönmeye Yüz Tuttu,” Tan, 
January 29, 1936; Selahaddin Güngör, “Her Gün Bir Röportaj: Emirganda Yirmi Odalı Büyük Bir Yalıyı 
Gezdim,” Tan, June 11, 1936.   
47 This series appeared in Cumhuriyet in February-April 1938, and included articles on the contemporary state of 
the mosques, fountains, and castles of Istanbul.  
48 Selahaddin Güngör, “Şehrin İçinden: Can Boğazdan Gelir,” Cumhuriyet, May 5, 1939; Selahaddin Güngör, 
“Şehrin İçinden: İhtiyar Beykoz,” Cumhuriyet, April 26, 1939; Selahaddin Güngör, “Şehrin İçinden: Küçüksu 
Plajı,” Cumhuriyet, April 28, 1939; Selahaddin Güngör, “Şehrin İçinden: Sazlı Vapur,” Cumhuriyet, August 4, 
1939; Selahaddin Güngör, “Şehrin İçinden: Tramvay ve Tünel Milli İdareye Geçerken,” Cumhuriyet, March 2, 
1939.  
49 Selahaddin Güngör, “Şehrin İçinden: Toz Yutmaktan Bir Türlü Kurtulamadık!” Cumhuriyet, April 18, 1939.  
50 Selahaddin Güngör, “Şehrin İçinden: Bebek-İstinye Yolu İnşaatı Ne Alemde?” Cumhuriyet, March 28, 1939. 
51 Selahaddin Güngör, “Şehrin İçinden: Zavallı Sarayburnu,” Cumhuriyet, April 24, 1939. 



 
 

36 

Toker, a neophyte in his twenties at the time who would become a senior political 

commentator from the mid-1950s onwards, published commentaries and interviews that 

dwelled on various aspects of city life.52 Toker directed harsh criticism against the 

municipality on the failures of its urban modernization program led by the mayor Lütfi 

Kırdar.53 His independent reports as well as series such as “City Interviews” were reminiscent 

of Selahattin Güngör’s pieces published a decade ago in the same newspaper. Based on 

personal observation and a populist rhetoric, Toker’s reports vividly captured the uses of new 

modern spaces such as the open-air theater and luxury hotels as well as the grim realities of 

the city’s fringes such as the slums.54 His August 1948 series, “Lost Paradise,” memorably 

described the decline of the Bosphorus into a dirty, messy, and overbuilt area of coal depots, 

factories, high-rise apartment buildings, and dilapidated yalıs (waterside mansions).55 

In addition to younger journalists publishing specifically on the city, their senior 

colleagues, too, frequently dwelled on the urban crisis of Istanbul. Both well-established 

political commentators and popular essayists spread the awareness of the urban crisis in 

Istanbul, and actively participated in the debates over specific urban projects. For example, 

the owner and chief columnist of Cumhuriyet, Yunus Nadi, penned dozens of articles on 

issues ranging from the trees and historical monuments of Istanbul to planned transformation 

of the city. The same was the case for Falih Rıfkı, who, despite paying more attention to the 

creation of modern Ankara where he was mostly based in as a Member of Parliament, wrote 

extensively on urbanism in his hometown, Istanbul. The intervention of such renowned 

                                                
52 Toker was an opponent to the president İsmet İnönü in the 1940s. After İnönü fell from power in 1950, he 
became a close confidant to the former president, and married to his daughter in 1955. 
53 Metin Toker, “İstanbul İmar Planı Tatbik Edilemez Hale Geliyor,” Cumhuriyet, February 4, 1948. 
54 Metin Toker, Hala İkmal Edilemeyen Açıkhava Tiyatrosu, Cumhuriyet, September 22, 1947; Metin Toker, 
Kaybolan Cennet: İyi Ama Turist Bizim Nemize Gelsin?,” Cumhuriyet, August 19, 1948; Metin Toker, 
“Şehirden Röportajlar: 30.000 Nüfuslu Gecekondular Şehrinde Bir Kaç Saat,” Cumhuriyet, November 2, 1949.  
55 For a selection, see: Metin Toker, “Kaybolan Cennet: Boğaziçinin Hududları Gün Geçtikçe Daralıyor,” 
Cumhuriyet, August 15, 1948; Metin Toker, “Kaybolan Cennet: Yarısı Kömür Yarısı Benzin Deposu Sahiller,” 
Cumhuriyet, August 17, 1948; Metin Toker, “Kaybolan Cennet: Boğaziçinin Gürültülü Anadolu Sahili,” 
Cumhuriyet, August 25, 1948.  
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journalists (the list can be extended to include almost all Istanbul-based columnists) was 

critical in shaping public opinion on controversies over specific urban projects, and putting 

pressure on local and national authorities. Also critical was the intervention of professionals 

and intellectuals such as architects, urban planners, and historians that published guest 

columns. Almost every single person that played a considerable role in the urban 

transformation of early republican Istanbul (architects such as Sedat Çetintaş, planners such 

as Herman Jansen, and historians such as İbrahim Hakkı Konyalı) made their voices heard in 

leading newspapers either publishing their own columns or giving interviews. Their visibility 

in local press was much higher during the moments of controversies over urban projects. 

Subsequent chapters will reveal how significant was the impact of senior journalists and guest 

columnists on the processes of urban modernization in early republican Istanbul.  

It was not only journalists, professionals, and intellectuals that expressed their 

complaints, criticisms, and suggestions about the city. Newspapers also enabled ordinary 

residents to make their voices heard. They allocated space for sections titled “Readers’ 

Letters” (Tan), or “From the Tongue of People: Wishes, Complaints, Opinions” 

(Cumhuriyet), and published short pieces about neighborhood-level grievances. Broken and 

muddy streets were one of the recurrent subjects of these pieces. Some readers sent 

photographs of these streets. Readers’ letters complaining of the state of streets came from all 

around Istanbul, but the Cihangir neighborhood (the south of the Taksim Square) was 

particularly notorious for its mud-covered, badly maintained streets. “Is not Cihangir One of 

the Civilized Neighborhoods of Istanbul?” asked a reader of Vatan newspaper in his letter, 

criticizing the municipality of the mess reigning on the streets.56 Another letter appealed to 

the readers and municipal authorities to have compassion toward Cihangir, whose residents 

                                                
56 “Kari Mektubu: Cihangir İstanbul’un Medeni Semtlerinden Sayılmıyor mu?” Vatan, December 28, 1940. 
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suffered from narrow, muddy, and dusty streets.57 The anonymous author of the letter also 

sent a photograph of a decrepit street to be published. Newspapers also called for reader 

contributions regarding the larger issues of urbanism. In March 1939, at a time when the 

debates over Henri Prost’s urban transformation plan were intense, Cumhuriyet announced it 

would publish reader letters addressing the following question: “What do you think need to be 

prioritized in the modernization of Istanbul?”58 The newspaper declared it had received a 

profusion of letters and short notes from readers. It published some of these letters over the 

next 10 days. (Figure 3) Furthermore, it was not uncommon to see columnists publishing 

long letters/articles they received from readers, which involved both neighborhood level-

grievances and proposals for larger urban projects. Abidin Daver of Cumhuriyet was one of 

those columnists often leaving their own spaces for readers. The latter took the opportunity to 

address a wide range of issues from historical monuments and museums to public parks. One 

reader, for instance, proposed the municipality to turn Ihlamur near Beşiktaş into a large 

recreation area with minor expenses.59   

 

Figure 3: Our Survey: “What should be the priorities in the rebuilding of Istanbul?” 
Cumhuriyet, 12 March 1939.    

                                                
57 “Cihangir’in Zavallılığı,” Cumhuriyet, January 16, 1937.   
58 “Cumhuriyetin Anketi: İstanbulun İmarında İlk Önce Neler Yapılmasını İstiyorsunuz?” Cumhuriyet, March 1, 
1939. 
59 Abidin Daver, “Hem Nalına Hem Mıhına,” Cumhuriyet, October 23, 1943. 
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To what extent all these criticisms and proposals had an actual impact on urban 

projects? For the most part, this is impossible to gauge. What is clear, however, is that the 

press and the municipality maintained an intense dialogue throughout the early republic. 

Evidence demonstrates that this dialogue often led to actual, even if small, interventions in the 

urban fabric. Two more examples about Cihangir will be appropriate to follow up on the 

sorrows of that neighborhood. “The word Cihangir conjures up a huge swamp in the minds of 

people,” wrote an anonymous correspondent of Cumhuriyet in 1939. Announcing that 

repeated complaints had fallen on deaf ears in the past, the correspondent asked the newly 

appointed mayor Lütfi Kırdar to attack the problem.60 Two days later, Cumhuriyet gratefully 

announced that Kırdar paid an inspection visit to Cihangir, and gave orders to ameliorate the 

state of the streets.61 The second example, published in Tan in 1941, showed the persistence 

of Cihangir residents’ ordeals. The writer of a piece on a decrepit street of the neighborhood, 

N.S., declared he or she received a letter from the municipality explaining that the 

rehabilitation of the street required 40,000 liras, not a few hundred as he had assumed, which 

was not easy to allocate under wartime circumstances.62 Examples could be multiplied.63 

Kırdar himself declared he benefited a lot from the criticisms in newspapers.64 Throughout his 

tenure as the mayor-cum-governor of Istanbul between 1938 and 1949, he held monthly 

meetings with local journalists, briefing them on the municipal works, and listening to their 

criticisms and suggestions.65 

Newspapers kept their readers regularly posted about municipal issues and the 

meetings of the Istanbul Municipal Council. Many of them reserved daily sections, usually 
                                                
60 “Doğru mu Değil mi?” Cumhuriyet, January 5, 1939. 
61 “Cihangirin Yol ve Kaldırım İhtiyacı. Vali, Dün Mahallinde Bizzat Tetkikat Yaptı,” Cumhuriyet, January 7, 
1939. 
62 N.S., “Dr. Lutfi Kırdar Cevap Veriyor,” Tan, July 14, 1941.  
63 “Tarihi Abidelerin Muhafazası,” Cumhuriyet, April 1, 1934; “Okuyucu Mektubu: Sokaklarımızdaki Çirkin 
Manzaralar,” Tan, October 19, 1937; “Ağaçları Kurutuyoruz: Budama Usulünü Tenkit,” Tasvir-i Efkar, May 13-
14, 1940.  
64 “İstanbul’da Bu Yıl Başarılacak Büyük İmar İşleri,” Tan, May 19, 1939.  
65 “İstanbul’un İmarı Yolunda Yeni Başarı ve Teşebbüsler,” Cumhuriyet, April 26, 1946. 
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half page long, titled “City News” (Şehir Haberleri, reminiscent of the title used by Ahmed 

Rasim at the end of the nineteenth century66) or “From the Municipality” (Belediyeden).67 

Cumhuriyet published an “Urbanism Column” (Şehircilik Köşesi) in 1937.68 All these reports, 

interviews, commentaries, criticisms, and readers’ letters sustained a strong public interest in 

the crisis and transformation of the built environment in early republican Istanbul. In other 

words, newspapers functioned as crucial platforms through which diverse local actors sought 

agency in urban politics. They were not, however, the only platforms in print voicing popular 

concerns and expectations. There existed another that helped spread the awareness of the 

urban crisis, and launch criticism to the local and national authorities, which proved highly 

effective thanks to the power of images: satire.  

 

The Grotesque City 

“...where the truth can’t be shown naked, dress it in humour and irony.” 

Tariq Ali, Night of the Golden Butterfly69 

In a cartoon published in the Istanbul-based satirical journal Akbaba, a cartoonist says: 

“I fear that, one day, Istanbul’s roads would be cleaned, its pavements repaired, and a sewage 

network implemented. How, then, will I find a subject for my cartoons every day?”70 (Figure 

4)  

                                                
66 “Would you accept the term municipality news (havadis-i belediye)?” Ahmet Rasim asked his readers in one 
of his articles, and announced he would publish pieces on municipal issues in Malumat newspaper. Ahmet 
Rasim, Şehir Mektupları, v. 1-2, ed. Nuri Akbayar (İstanbul: Arba Yayınları, 1992), 40.  
67 For examples, see the following issues: “Şehir Haberleri,” Cumhuriyet, January 7, 1939; “Belediyeden,” Tan, 
August 1, 1938. 
68 See, for example, “Şehircilik Köşesi,” Cumhuriyet, May 18, 1937. The prolific critic of municipal issues, Vefa 
Birson, penned the columns.  
69 Tariq Ali, Night of the Golden Butterfly, Verso, London, 2010, 5.  
70 Akbaba, July 23, 1935.   
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Figure 4: Akbaba, July 23, 1935.  

 

Early republican Istanbul was indeed a cartoonist’s paradise. The tribulations of 

navigating through the narrow, dirty, dusty, muddy, rainy, broken, and badly paved streets of 

Istanbul offered endless inspiration. Absurdities of city life constituted a satire trope that 

captured readers’ sensibilities worldwide, but few contemporary cities could match Istanbul in 

the profusion, diversity, and longevity of its urban problems.71 Perpetual chaffing of these 

urban problems was subversive. Putting blame on institutions and individuals for the city’s 

plight was not rare either. Combining word with the allure of images, which they freely 

reinterpreted to accentuate the oddity of urban forms and human experiences, cartoonists 

offered compelling vignettes of the opinions, grievances, and demands of Istanbul’s residents.  

Akbaba was the leading satirical journal of the early republican period. Published 

twice a week between 1922 and 1944, and weekly afterwards, the journal featured articles and 

cartoons on a variety of subjects from national and international politics to social change and 

gender relations. Based in Istanbul, Akbaba also paid specific attention to the issues of 

                                                
71 For a retrospective of Turkish cartoons on city and housing, see Turgut Çeviker, ed., Kent, Konut ve Yerleşim 
Üzerine Karikatürler (İstanbul: D.G.S. Galerisi Yayınları, 1996)    
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urbanism, public transportation, and daily life experiences in the city.72 The journal closely 

monitored urban projects, participated in public debates about urbanism and historical 

preservation, and conveyed to the public sphere popular feelings, grievances, and criticisms. 

Perhaps more significantly, it played a major role in spreading the awareness of the enormity 

of urban crisis in Istanbul, and putting permanent pressure on the local and national 

authorities to modernize the city. Cartoonists and columnists recurrently elaborated on how 

the inconveniences of the urban space led to farcical situations, provoking laughter as well as 

frustration on the part of the readers. A page in a 1936 issue of Akbaba, titled the daily sports 

feast of Istanbul people, includes two cartoons: “Long Jumping in Taksim,” which featured a 

man jumping over a ditch, and “Swimming in Cihangir,” which featured a man grappling in 

the middle of a puddle.73 (Figure 5) Another cartoon featured a geography teacher asking a 

student to list the lakes in Istanbul. The student responds: “Eminönü, Aksaray, Kasımpaşa, 

and Cihangir” (all districts and neighborhoods of Istanbul).74  

 

                                                
72 Akbaba built on the rich heritage of satirical literature that had developed in Istanbul from the final decades of 
the nineteenth century onwards. For a particularly lively period of Ottoman satire following the Young Turk 
Revolution, see Palmira Brummet, Image and Imperialism in the Ottoman Revolutionary Press, 1908-1911 
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 2000). The physical state of Istanbul and the inconveniences of 
urban life had often made their way into cartoons before the republic. See Kayahan Özgül, “Mizah 
Periyodiklerinde İstanbul,” in Antik Çağ'dan XXI. Yüzyıla Büyük İstanbul Tarihi, ed. Coşkun Yılmaz, v. 7, 
(İstanbul: İstanbul Büyükşehir Belediyesi Kültür A.Ş.), 189-195; Yaprak Tütün, “Kentsel Modernleşmeye 
Mizahi Yaklaşımlar (1908-1923),” (M.A. Thesis, Yıldız Technical University, 2004). 
73 Akbaba, May 23, 1936.  
74 Akbaba, January 6, 1938.  
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Figure 5: Akbaba, May 23, 1936.  

At a critical level, Akbaba targeted both local and national authorities. Istanbul mayors 

were particularly subject to bitter remarks from satirical and regular press. As a member of 

the Istanbul Municipal Council, Ziya Molla Bey, put it: “The press follows the mayor of 

Istanbul step by step. His words and deeds can never escape the vigilance of the press and, of 

course, the public opinion.”75 A 1930 cartoon from Akbaba perfectly illustrates that the 

mayors could not avoid public criticism. It features a chair representing the mayoralty and the 

mayor Muhittin Bey, who, at the time of the publication, was on a month-long leave in 

Europe. A number of reversed pens are erected on the chair with their sharp tips soaring, each 

named after a local newspaper or journal. Muhittin Bey, with a luggage in his hand, takes an 

                                                
75 Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, 1 Ekim 1340-29 Ocak 1341, (İstanbul: Şehremaneti Matbaası, 
1926), 82.  
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uneasy look at the chair he was leaving behind, and says: “Let me go to Europe and sit 

comfortably for a month.”76 (Figure 6) Muhittin Bey, in fact, spent more than two months in 

Europe, and, on his return, the owner and chief columnist of Akbaba, Yusuf Ziya greeted him 

with a flood of criticism: “Akbaba has not forgotten you. [...] As far as I read on the 

newspapers, your first question on your arrival had to do with the Taksim Square. Yes, our 

respected mayor, Taksim Square [project], as the other projects in Istanbul, is as you left it. 

[...] The square becomes a desert when it is sunny, and a lake when it rains.”77 In addition to 

mayors, Akbaba lambasted the municipal institution. “Even a well-built city would have been 

ruined at the hands of our municipality,” stated Server Bedii, the pseudonym of the author 

Peyami Safa, “Natural disasters can not cause so much damage [as does the municipality].”78 

A cartoon by Ramiz Gökçe, one of the most gifted cartoonists of his generation, features two 

men strolling through an Ottoman cemetery, represented by cypress trees over the iconic 

silhouette of Istanbul punctuated by domes and minarets in the background. One of them 

announces the transfer of Istanbul cemeteries to the municipality. And the other replies: 

“That’s bad. The dead of poor Istanbul will not be comfortable from now on, either!”79 

(Figure 7) The municipality’s recurrent pretext of impoverishment and indebtedness was also 

a fruitful subject of satire. In a column titled “Debts of the Municipality,” Orhan Seyfi 

contended that what mattered was “the debt of the municipality to the city and its people,” 

and demanded payback.80 

                                                
76 Akbaba, January 27, 1930. 
77 Yusuf Ziya, “Şehreminimize,” Akbaba, April 24, 1930. Yusuf Ziya was an outspoken critic of the 
municipality. In one of his articles criticizing the municipality of carrying out constructions or repairs in wrong 
seasons, he said: “We do not know how to build a city. We do not know how to build a street. We do not know 
how to build a public square... That is understandable, since all these require science, experience, and talent. But 
it is strange that we do not know when to build or repair.” Yusuf Ziya, “Tersine,” Akbaba, December 16, 1929.  
78 Server Bedii, “İstanbulun İmarı,” Akbaba, May 1, 1930.  
79 Akbaba, May 22, 1930.  
80 Orhan Seyfi Orhon, “Emanetin Borçları,” Akbaba, March 17, 1930.   
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Figure 6: Akbaba, January 27, 1930.  

 

Figure 7: Akbaba, May 22, 1930. 

 

National authorities were not exempt from criticism either. In October 1936, Yusuf 

Ziya Ortaç published an open letter addressing the Istanbul MPs. “I heard that you are making 

an inquiry about the problems of Istanbul,” he began his letter. “Your inquiry would be 
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tantamount to the literary technique of 'pretending ignorance' (tecahülü arifane [sic]).”81 The 

rest of the article is a satirical take on the city’s problems: dilapidated streets, puddles, open 

sewers, and so on. In another article criticizing the building of a large pool while the streets of 

Istanbul were in ruins, Ortaç argued that while the Turkish Republic’s modernization project 

had triumphed in so many realms, from women’s emancipation to the railway boom, Istanbul 

remained a largely pre-modern city.82 

Even the cartoons that had nothing to do with urban issues featured Istanbul as a 

grotesque city.83 (Figure 8) Human interactions or ludicrous situations took place over the 

background of distorted houses, unsightly streets, and crumbling cemeteries. Perpetual 

mocking of the state of the built environment as well as the people and institutions in charge 

of its maintenance was a compelling political act, so carefully and indirectly crafted as to 

circumvent censorship and sanctions. In terms of its immediacy, subversiveness, and 

poignancy, satire was undoubtedly an inimitable platform to convey people’s demands and 

criticisms regarding urban issues. There was, however, another critical platform: the Istanbul 

Municipal Council, whose members consisted of local residents. The portrait of Istanbul these 

members offered in council meetings was no less grotesque, and their criticism was no less 

political.  

                                                
81 Yusuf Ziya Ortaç, “Mebuslarımıza Mektup,” Akbaba, October 17, 1936. 
82 Yusuf Ziya Ortaç, “Sarayburnu Havuzu,” Akbaba, September 29, 1938.  
83 Akbaba, September 12, 1936.  
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Figure 8: Akbaba, September 12, 1936.   

 

Locals on the Stage 

“Our right to vote gives us the chance to play a direct and active role in the fate of the 

city. We must use this right seriously.”84 In an article published in December 1938, Nadir 

Nadi, a columnist in Cumhuriyet and son of Yunus Nadi, the owner of the newspaper, urged 

the denizens of Istanbul to participate in the administration of their cities. The right to vote he 

referred to did not involve electing the mayor of the city, for the mayors of Ankara and 

Istanbul were appointed by the government at the time. Instead, it involved the right to elect 

the members of the Istanbul Municipal Council from among the local residents. The council 

was a critical element of the urban administrative machine for it authorized and monitored 

urban projects, controlled the municipal budget, and kept the mayors in check in the name of 

                                                
84 Nadir Nadi, “İdeal Bir İstanbul Yaratmak,” Cumhuriyet, December 18, 1938. 
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the people of Istanbul. In council meetings, members expressed their grievances, criticisms, 

and proposals in their capacity as the representatives of city residents. The latter could also 

voice their own demands and complaints without intermediaries by submitting petitions that 

were read aloud during the council meetings. The mayors representing the government and 

the council members representing the people of Istanbul often clashed over urban projects. 

The council members elaborately articulated their arguments for the townspeople’s rights to 

their own cities. The local press regularly covered the Municipal Council’s debates, 

proposals, and decisions, often siding with its members when their views conflicted with 

those of the mayor.   

A vital institution to assert local agency in early republican Istanbul, the municipal 

council had its roots in the late Ottoman period. While the late Ottoman experiments with 

electoral politics at the imperial/national level were notoriously short lived,85 municipal 

councils in major cities such as Beirut, Izmir, Salonica, and Istanbul left a substantial legacy 

of local participation.86 Despite restrictions on candidacy and voting rights (both were subject 

to discrimination along property ownership, gender, and age), municipal councils functioned 

as public platforms where urban issues of all kinds were raised, debated, and negotiated. They 

were bulwarks of local agency in urban development against the encroachments of the central 

government.87 The local press kept city residents posted about municipal council meetings, 

playing a crucial role in arousing public interest in urban issues.88 

                                                
85 The first Ottoman parliament was inauguarated in 1876. Two years later, Abülhamid II suspended it. For the 
next thirty years, the parliament remained in suspension. The Young Turk Revolution of 1908 reintroduced the 
parliament. The democratic euphoria of the early years had already given way to one-party rule by the beginning 
of the First World War. See Eric Jan Zürcher, Turkey, A Modern History (I.B.Tauris: New York and London, 
2004), 71-132; Christoph Herzog and Malek Sharif eds., The First Ottoman Experiment in Democracy, 
(Würzburg: Ergon, 2010).  
86 Before municipal councils, the post-Tanzimat state implemented local councils, which would keep provincial 
administrators in check. See Musa Çadırcı, “Osmanlı İmparatorluğunda Eyalet ve Sancaklarda Meclislerin 
Oluşturulması, 1840-1864,” in ed. Yaşar Yücel, Yusuf Hikmet Bayur’a Armağan (Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu 
Basımevi, 1985), 257-277.    
87 There is ample literature on the role of municipal councils in the transformation of late Ottoman cities. Robert 
Ilbert, “A Certain Sense of Citizenship,” in Robert Ilbert and Ilios Yanakakis, eds., Alexandria 1860–1960, trans. 
Colin Clement (Alexandria: Harpocrates Publishing, 1997), 18-30; Malek Sharif, Imperial Norms and Local 
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Although the first experiment of modern municipal administration in the Ottoman 

Empire took place in the Beyoğlu district of Istanbul (its ad-hoc commissions consisted of 

appointed, not elected, members who were mostly large property owners) in the 1860s, the 

imperial capital at large did not have its own municipal council to represent the entire city 

until the twentieth century, lagging well behind Beirut, Salonica, and Izmir where city-wide 

councils were fully functioning by the late nineteenth century.89 Although the law on the 

Istanbul Municipality (1877) required the formation of the Istanbul Municipal Council that 

would participate in municipal works and serve as a check on the mayor, the first city-wide 

municipal council was founded in 1913. It consisted of popularly elected members and 

remained a major actor of municipal projects thereafter. Following a crisis of representation 

during the Occupation of Istanbul, a new round of elections in 1923 turned out to be the first 

encounter between the Kemalists and their rivals in Istanbul.90 Unlike Ottoman municipal 

councils in Beirut, Salonica, and Izmir, which had been dominated by local notables, this first 

Istanbul Municipal Council of the Turkish Republic consisted predominantly of bureaucrats 

(incumbent and retired) and professionals including many doctors and lawyers.91  

In the early years of the republic, the council and the local press sought to turn the 

municipality into a fully local institution by pressuring the government for the popular 

                                                                                                                                                   
Realities: The Ottoman Municipal Laws and the Municipality of Beirut (1860-1908) (Würzburg: Ergon Verlag, 
2014); Jens Hansen, Fin de Siècle Beirut: The Making of an Ottoman Provincial Capital (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2005); Sibel Zandi-Sayek, Ottoman Izmir, The Rise of a Cosmopolitan Port, 1840-1880 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2011).  
88 Mark Mazower, Salonica, City of Ghosts (New York: Vintage Books, 2006), 230-234. Several intellectuals 
and journalists of late Ottoman Salonica would play critical role in early republican Turkey in general and 
Istanbul press in particular. For example, Yunus Nadi and Zekeriya Sertel, two major journalists of the early 
republican period, had spent the formative years of their professional career in Salonica in the early years of the 
Second Constitutional Monarchy Period after 1908. 
89 Steven Rosenthal, The Politics of Dependency: Urban Reform in Istanbul (Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 
1980); Steven Rosenthal. “Minorities and Municipal Reform in Istanbul, 1850-1870,” in Benjamin Braude and 
Bernard Lewis eds., Christians and Jews in the Ottoman Empire: The Functioning of a Plural Society, vol. 1, 
(New York: Holmes & Meier, 1982), 369-385; Nora Şeni, “The Camondos and their imprint on 19th-century 
Istanbul,” International Journal of Middle East Studies, 26/4 (1994): 663-675.  
90 Asaf Özkan, “Dersaadet’ten Vilayete Geçiş Sürecinde İstanbul Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Seçimleri, 
1922-1923,” Ankara Üniversitesi Türk İnkılâp Tarihi Enstitüsü Atatürk Yolu Dergisi, 55, (Fall 2014), 243-276.  
91 Ibid., 271-272.   
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election of the mayor. The council drafted a bill for consideration at the parliament, in which 

it argued that a mayor elected by the people of Istanbul would be much more productive than 

one appointed by the new capital, Ankara.92 Having garnered the support of the local press 

and the short-lived opposition party, the Progressive Republican Party, the proposal was put 

under serious consideration through 1924 and 1925, but eventually failed. Although the local 

pressure resurfaced in the late 1940s and early 1950s, Istanbul would have to wait until 1963 

for its first popularly elected mayor.93  

Crises between mayors and council members left fruitful evidence for historians to 

understand the balance of power between the two institutions. Council members often 

reminded the incumbent mayor of the limits of his power, reasserting the legitimacy of the 

council as the townspeople’s representative body. For example, one council member, Ziya 

Molla Bey remarked to the mayor Emin Bey during a council meeting in 1924: “Your 

esteemed self is only our executive tool (vasıta-i icraiyemizsiniz). You do not have much 

power. You do what we decide here [in the council]…”94 The council often relied on its 

authority over the municipal budget to put pressure on a mayor.95 For its members, the 

council was a vehicle for defending townspeople’s rights over the city as taxpaying citizens. 

“If the people pay taxes to fund the municipality,” said one member at a council meeting, 

                                                
92İstanbul Şehrinin Islahat-ı Belediyesi’ne Dair Layiha (İstanbul: Hüsn-ü Tabiyyet Matbaası, 1339-1341 [1923-
1925]) The council worked on this bill for two months, and finalized the text by the end of 1923. Cemiyet-i 
Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, Altıncı Devre-i İntihabiye, İkinci İçtima. 1 Teşrini Evvel 1339-6 Şubat 1340, 
(İstanbul: Şehremaneti Matbaası, 1341 [1925]), 97-103. The anti-government local press covered the council’s 
demand for municipal autonomy and the proposal for the popular election of Istanbul’s mayor. “Cemiyet-i 
Belediye de Şehireminlerinin Müntehib Olmasını İstiyor,” Tanin, January 6, 1925. The pro-government local 
press, however, was in favor of the status quo. Yunus Nadi, who represented the official position, opposed the 
principle of popular election for Istanbul’s mayor, as well as those who supported this principle in reference to 
European examples. He claimed, instead, that the appointment by the government was the most effective method 
for Istanbul at the time: “People are always far from being dreamers under the influence of some theories. There 
are no universal rules and theories in the lives of nations. Each event is a captive of national and material 
conditions, which is perhaps the most reliable theory.” Yunus Nadi, “Şehremini,” Cumhuriyet, January 15, 1925. 
Also see footnote 470.  
93 Mustafa M., İstanbul Belediyesi Müstakil Olmalı ve Reisi de Halk Tarafından Seçilmelidir (İstanbul: 
Gayrimenkul Mal Sahipleri Derneği, Rıza Coşkun Matbaası, 1947) 
94 Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, 1 Ekim 1340-29 Ocak 1341 (İstanbul: Şehremaneti Matbaası, 
1926), 361.  
95 See Chapter 3.  
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“then the municipal administration belongs to the people of the city (Madem ki halk belediye 

namına vergi veriyor, onun idaresi de o şehir halkına aittir).”96 Another member contended 

that the council members had the right to inquire into all kinds of municipal works in their 

capacity as “people’s overseers and representatives” (biz halk murakıpları ve mümessilleri).97  

In addition to monitoring municipal works and pressuring mayors into recognizing 

local agency, council members also voiced their discontent over the state of the built 

environment in Istanbul. They brought up the same issues that featured repeatedly in 

newspapers and satirical journals: broken pavements, muddy streets, dirty marketplaces, poor 

public transportation, insufficient squares and parks, and the overall dilapidation of the city. 

The council members spoke of their own ordeals in navigating the streets, squares, and burnt 

areas of Istanbul. Many of them called Istanbul a “miserable city,” a source of shame for its 

residents and the nation at large.98    

                                                
96 Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, 1 Ekim 1340-29 Ocak 1341 (İstanbul: Şehremaneti Matbaası, 
1926), 459.  
97 Ibid., 479.  
98 İstanbul Vilayeti Meclisi Umumisi Zabıtnamesi (İstanbul: İstanbul Vilayet Matbaası, 1927), 217-219. The 
deplorable state of Istanbul did not only instill the feeling of shame in the residents of Istanbul, but also the fear 
that it constituted a legitimating ground for the elimination of Turkish rule over the city. Talat Paşa, a CUP 
leader and the last Ottoman prime minister during the First World War, reportedly said: “They say Istanbul is the 
most beautiful city. Would they leave it to those who keep it in this state of mess?” Falih Rıfkı Atay, 
“Hemşerilerimle,” Cumhuriyet, January 29, 1950.  
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Figure 9: Newly elected members of the municipal council. Cumhuriyet, March 23, 
1926.  

 

Just as the council members monitored the mayor’s actions, they were, in turn, 

monitored by the city’s denizens. In the minutes of the municipal council meetings, we find 

several examples of how ordinary people put pressure on the members with regards to 

specific urban projects or the city in general. One member said in a meeting how the people of 

his district accused him, as well as the council members at large, of failing to fulfill their 

obligations.99 Another noted how those of his own district blamed him for the pitiful 

conditions of streets and infrastructure so much so that he avoided meeting them.100 Chances 

for avoiding personal encounters and face-to-face interaction with people were slim in early 

republican Istanbul, a city of far less than a million inhabitants. It was altogether impossible 

for the council members to avoid the vigilant eyes of the local press. Newspapers regularly 

dispatched correspondents to the council, and kept their readers informed about what took 

                                                
99 Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, 1 Ekim 1340-29 Ocak 1341 (İstanbul: Şehremaneti Matbaası, 
1926), 538-539.  
100 Ibid., 833.  
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place during the meetings.101 Also, columnists sometimes put the blame of the inconveniences 

in the city on council members. “We want them to feel like us,” said Burhan Felek of Tan, 

who urged the members to go to the notoriously repugnant fish market in Eminönü.102 In 

1942, Safaeddin Karanakçı, a frequent contributor to Cumhuriyet who would later serve as 

provincial governor and MP in the 1950s, penned an article on the municipal council’s 

responsibilities.103 Emphasizing people’s expectations from the newly elected members, 

Karanakçı claimed that the council had as much responsibility over streets, garbage, and 

sewage problems as did the mayor. It was the job of the council, he went on to say, to keep a 

check on the municipality, and to ensure the proper functioning of its services.   

In addition to electing representatives to speak on their behalf, the people of Istanbul 

made their own voices heard directly at the municipal council. Petitions submitted by 

individuals or groups of people representing neighborhoods were read aloud during the 

meetings, sparking controversies in the council and pitting its members against one another. 

Most petitions involved demands and grievances about various urban issues ranging from 

street names and public transportation to parks and concerns over public hygiene. The 

residents of the Vişnezade neighborhood, for example, submitted a petition urging the 

municipality to rehabilitate their park, which had recently fallen into a state of neglect.104 In 

Vaniköy, upper Bosphorus, people protested against the project to build a coal depot in their 

neighborhood on the grounds it would have taken a toll on public hygiene and the aesthetic 

                                                
101 Newspapers did not only monitor current urban projects and debates. Thanks to the published minutes, they 
also referred back to past meetings of the municipal council, and questioned why the council decisions were not 
implemented. For example, in 1924, the council accepted the proposal to turn into a park the area in Göztepe in 
the outskirts of Kadıköy where the Turkish army camped before entering to liberate the city in 1922, and crown 
it with a commemorating statue. Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, 1 Ekim 1340-29 Ocak 1341, 
(İstanbul: Şehremaneti Matbaası, 1926), 18-19. In 1929, Cumhuriyet newspaper quoted at length the related 
section of the minutes of the 1924 meeting, and asked why the proposal remained unimplemented during the past 
five years following its acceptance in the council. “Kararlar, Böyle mi Tatbik Edilir?” Cumhuriyet, September 
27, 1929.  
102 Burhan Felek, “Eminönü Balıkpazarı,” Tan, January 21, 1938.  
103 Safaeddin Karnakçı, “Şehir Meclisinin Yeni Azasile Hasbıhal,” Cumhuriyet, November 3, 1942. 
104 Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, Altıncı Cilt, 10 Mayıs 1341-17 Şubat 1926 (İstanbul: 
Şehremaneti Matbaası, 1927), 426. Also see Chapter 3.  
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quality of the Bosphorus.105 Another petition submitted by the people of Nişantaşı, located 

north of Taksim, demanded the improvement of public transportation, which, they claimed, 

had become insufficient with the surge in the number of high-rise apartment buildings in the 

area.106 These petitions reveal that the modern notions of public hygiene, public squares and 

parks, and the citizens’ right to modern urban infrastructure were all well-established in 

popular narratives of urbanism in early republican Istanbul.   

In the following chapters, we will see that the council members often contested each 

other as ferociously as they did a mayor. Likewise, we will see that columnists, intellectuals, 

and professionals engaged in polemical debates over urban issues. It was precisely this culture 

of monitoring the urban administration, and negotiating municipal works and urban projects 

(within and beyond the council; between council members, journalists, professionals, mayors, 

and ordinary residents) that informed the transformation of early republican Istanbul. The 

municipal council and local press played a critical role in checking mayors and pressing them 

into factoring in local demands and grievances in the administration of the city, pursuing local 

agency in direct, prompt, and often aggressive ways.   

 

The City of Letters 

In the rest of this chapter, I turn to literary figures and their representations of the past, 

present, and future of Istanbul; a less direct and more complex intervention in the debates 

over the city’s modernization than that of the local press or the municipal council. Literary 

figures helped build public sensibilities over Istanbul’s contemporary urban issues, and, 

equally importantly, left a major imprint on how subsequent generations imagined the early 

republican city.   

                                                
105 Ibid., 320.  
106 Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, Altıncı Devre-i İntihabiye, İkinci İçtima, 1 Teşrini Evvel 1339-6 
Şubat 1340 (İstanbul: Şehremaneti Matbaası, 1341 [1925]), 343.  
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Istanbul has historically been a quintessential background, decor, and sometimes an 

actor of literary pieces, prose and verse alike. According to a prosopographical study on 

Turkish literature conducted by Cemal Süreya, a leading poet of the twentieth century, 

Istanbul-born literary figures constituted an overwhelming majority of all those that were born 

before 1900 (around 70%), and a substantial portion of those that were born between 1900 

and 1923 (36%).107 Many of those poets, novelists, and essayists that were born elsewhere 

also spent their literary careers in Istanbul.108 During the early republic, some of the most 

vigilant observers of the city’s urban environment were these men and women of letters. They 

memorably described the sorry state of streets, buildings, and historical monuments in their 

works. Some sought personal agency in the transformation of the city by writing columns in 

the local press or serving on municipal commissions. Still others turned both beauties and 

dilapidation of Istanbul into tools to comment on larger issues of civilization and national 

identity. The champion of the latter “genre” was Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar. Just as his mentor 

Yahya Kemal, the poet who profoundly influenced Tanpınar’s generation, he was fully aware 

of the ramifications of Haussmannization in Paris. Tanpınar insistently warned his readers 

against a similarly dramatic and, in his mind, destructive transformation of Istanbul through 

eloquent references to the French literary figures of the past century such as Baudelaire. Of all 

the early republican literary figures that commented on the built environment of Istanbul and 

the prospects of its modernization, Tanpınar left behind the most complex and thought-

provoking narratives, both in the early republic and during the decades that followed. 

Therefore, in this section, I will pay specific attention to his representations of the city, its 

monuments, and the broader issues of cultural transformation in post-Ottoman Turkey.  

                                                
107 Cemal Süreya, “Türk Yazarının Halklaşması,” Papirüs, 11 (April 1967), 1-4.  
108 Murat Cankara and Elif Aksoy, “Çağdaş Türk Edebiyatçısının Toplumsal Profili,” Kanat, Bilkent 
Üniversitesi Türk Edebiyatı Merkezi Haber Bülteni, 10 (Fall 2002), 2-6.    
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Literary figures assumed diverse roles in local press. Those that penned columns on a 

regular basis often dwelled on the urban modernization of Istanbul. Two important examples 

were Ahmet Haşim, a leading poet, who was the İkdam newspaper’s chief columnist, and 

Refik Halid Karay, a prominent novelist, who wrote columns at Tan newspaper.109 Also, 

many poets, novelists, and essayists that earned their living as on-site journalists often 

reported on the social and cultural costs of urban modernity and urban modernization. For 

example, in one of her reports for Cumhuriyet newspaper, novelist Suat Derviş memorably 

captured human experiences of poverty and dislocation in the backstreets or crumbling khans 

of Istanbul.110 Moreover, several literary figures from Yahya Kemal and Ahmet Hamdi 

Tanpınar to Melek Celal, a leading woman artist and art critic, and Halid Ziya, a distinguished 

novelist, all disseminated their ideas about the modernization of Istanbul in local print media 

by giving interviews and penning guest columns.111   

These literary figures were united in their call for moderation in urban transformation 

so as to preserve the singularities (hususiyet) of Istanbul such as its exquisite vistas, playful 

twists of its landscape, green spaces, and, most notably, historical monuments. The local press 

provided an invaluable opportunity for literary figures to disseminate their views on the 

modernization of Istanbul and the preservation of its historical and natural patrimony. The 

Istanbul Municipality “should consult with an Istanbul poet just as it consults with a foreign 

planner” wrote Peyami Safa at Tan newspaper in 1935, “because this city is as much a poem 

as it is a port city.”112 He called for a synthesis between the old and the new in the 

                                                
109 For a collection of Ahmet Haşim’s İkdam articles, see Ahmet Haşim, Bize Göre (İstanbul: Bilge Kültür 
Sanat, 2013). Karay returned to Turkey in 1938 following fifteen years long exile. After working at Tan for a 
few years, Karay continued to write for other newspapers until his death in 1965. For a collection of his 
newspaper articles on Istanbul, see Refik Halit Karay, Hep İstanbul (İstanbul: İnkılap Kitabevi, 2014).  
110 Suat Derviş, “Bekar Yatağı Sultanodaları,” Cumhuriyet, 26 May 1935.  
111 “İnkilap Abidesi Nereye Dikilmeli. Yine Münevvverlere Sorduk,” Cumhuriyet, August 2, 1936; Fikret Adil, 
“Yeni Şehri Yapmak, Abideleri Korumak. Melek Celal ile Röportaj,” Tan, September 17, 1936. For Yahya 
Kemal and Tanpınar, see below.  
112 Peyami Safa, “İstanbul İçin,” Tan, June 15, 1935. The author is referring to the current debates over the 
planned transformation of Istanbul supervised by a foreign expert. See Chapter 4. 
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transformation of Istanbul, “lest the dull voices of Nazım Hikmet’s machines do not absorb 

the whispers of Yahya Kemal’s eternal cypresses.”113 Once close friends, Peyami Safa and 

Nazım Hikmet, a brilliant avant-garde poet and staunch communist, became known for their 

vitriolic polemics in the 1930s. By sarcastically pitting Nazım Hikmet’s “Mechanization,” 

(which scholars have described as Russian Futurist poem) against Yahya Kemal’s celebrated 

fondness for cypresses, Peyami Safa effectively used the public debate on Istanbul’s 

modernization as a means to launch an attack against his foe.114  

In their own realm of literature, too, authors had long explored the question of the 

modern city in general, and the modernization of Istanbul, in particular. This went back to the 

final century of the Ottoman Empire. The Ottoman reading public had intense exposure to 

European literary pieces, both in their original languages and translations, which helped 

spread imaginations of modern cities and their elements. Moreover, some Ottoman authors 

such as Ahmet Mithat Efendi situated their fiction work in Europe. In these works, large 

boulevards, squares, and parks featured prominently.115 Since the eighteenth-century, travel 

writing became a particularly fruitful genre in building public awareness of European 

urbanism.116 Traveling to Europe was at once a instructive and traumatic experience for the 

Ottomans. It was instructive because the print media on European cities they had access to at 

home was no match for seeing first-hand these cities’ streets, parks, public squares, and 

                                                
113 “…Yahya Kemal’in ebedi servilerinin mırıltılarını genç Nazım Hikmet’in özlediği makina traktikitaktakları 
dağıtmasın.” Ibid.  
114 For an analysis of Nazım Hikmet’s poem, see Nergis Ertürk, Grammatology and Literary Modernity in 
Turkey (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 162-166.  
115 Ahmet Koçak, Türk Romanında Avrupa (1872-1900) (İstanbul: Kitabevi Yayınları, 2013), 95-144.  
116 The Ottoman envoy to France, Yirmisekiz Mehmed Çelebi, wrote the first travelogue devoted to a western 
European country in Turkish, paying significant attention to architecture and urbanism, which inspired the 
transformations of Ottoman architecture in the eighteenth century. For his travelogue, see Yirmisekiz Çelebi 
Mehmed Efendi'nin Fransa Sefâretnâmesi (Ankara: Türk Kültürünü Araştırma Enstitüsü, 1993). For a 
comprehensive work on Ottoman travelers’ perceptions of Europe, see Baki Asiltürk, Osmanlı Seyyahlerının 
Gözüyle Avrupa (İstanbul: Kaknüs Yayınları, 2000). 
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municipal services. And it was traumatic because the decrepit state of Istanbul haunted them 

as they strolled through Paris, Berlin, or London.117  

On the other hand, in the final years of the Ottoman Empire and throughout the early 

republic, many people of letters remonstrated against the representations of Istanbul in the 

accounts of European authors and travelers. The latter’s infatuation with the picturesque and 

the exotic might have earned them literary fame back home, but their emblematic ignorance 

of local people’s ordeals in a crumbling city cost these writers and travelers the sympathy of 

their Ottoman/Turkish fellows. Two champions of European literary orientalism in Istanbul 

were both French: Pierre Loti, a highly popular author of the turn of the century, and Claude 

Farrère, a Prix Goncourt winning author of exotic novels. Both authors had seen their prestige 

soar in Turkey during the early 1920s. Their public endorsement of the Turkish War of 

Independence won them each a street in his name, a decision made by the Istanbul Municipal 

Council.118 However, they fell from grace soon after, for the image of the oriental city they 

effectively disseminated became incompatible with the staunch modernism of the new 

regime.119 The name Loti, the more prominent of the two, became synonymous with anti-

modernism. “Those who oppose the suspended bridge project [on the Bosphorus] want to see 

Istanbul from the eyes of Loti,” argued an engineer in 1936.120 An architect accused those that 

                                                
117 For example, the sad image of muddy, narrow, and crooked streets, and tumbledown buildings of the 
Ottoman capital overcame both journalist and intellectual Celal Nuri and conservative poet Mehmet Akif as they 
walked around Berlin in 1913 and 1915, respectively. Baki Asiltürk, Osmanlı Seyyahlerının Gözüyle Avrupa 
(İstanbul: Kaknüs Yayınları, 2000), 196 and 203. Travel literature on European cities continued to flourish 
during the early republic. See İrem Maro Kırış, “Türkiye’de Kentsel İmgelemin Gelişimi: Erken Cumhuriyet 
Metinlerinde ‘Batı’ Kenti” (PhD Diss., Yıldız Technical University, 2007).   
118 The proposal submitted by the council in November 1921 was titled as follows: “Proposal to name streets 
after two great Turcophiles and sincere contributors to the goal of Turkishness, Pierre Loti and Claude Farrère.” 
It is noteworthy that two of the signatories were Greek: Arpacıoğlu Nikolaki Efendi and a certain Sabuncaki. 
Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, 1337-1338 (İstanbul: Matbaa-i Bahriye, 1339 [1923]), 51-52.  
119 Farrère broke up with Mustafa Kemal Paşa due to the latter’s secular modernist reforms intent on eliminating 
the exotic context of his novels (Loti died in 1923).  
120 “Hükümet Asma Köprü Fikrini Tetkik Ediyor,” Cumhuriyet, January 30, 1936.  
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opposed to the project to build a conservatory in the old city of being under the influence of 

Pierre Loti.121  

Reactions to European orientalism in general and its representation of Istanbul’s urban 

environment in particular had already appeared in Turkish literature before the early republic. 

A short story by Ömer Seyfettin, a literary figure that had risen to prominence in the 1910s, 

exemplifies these reactions. Titled The Secret Temple, the story offers a shrewd burlesque of 

Europeans’ search for Loti’s Istanbul.122 The first person narrator of the story is a Turkish 

man who meets a young, Sorbonne educated Frenchman at one of Istanbul’s finest hotels in 

the Europeanized district of Pera. The Frenchman, who had arrived in the city three days 

earlier, complains about the people he meets, the place in which he stays, and the furniture he 

uses: all European, he laments. He criticizes the Turks for ignoring the “picturesque 

mysteries” of their own city, and sighs: “Where is Loti’s Turkey?” “Across [the Golden 

Horn],” answers the narrator, and proposes to guide him through the streets of the old city: 

How innocent are the Europeans who cannot go beyond the borders of their idée fixe! 
This young fellow was one of them. We began to chat about Turkey. He claimed that 
we did not know ourselves, that we called our most beautiful and richest streets as 
dirty, and, valued, instead, [those] ugly European buildings, well-regulated streets, and 
geometric lines that stood in opposition to nature. [...] He was full of Loti’s 
imagination. What we call misery, savagery, and ignorance, he called 'wonderful!' He 
was astonished at our lack of entrancement at this unending filth and those ramshackle 
buildings filled with owls.123 
 
By describing the young Frenchman as ‘innocent’, Ömer Seyfettin effectively reverses 

the deeply entrenched Orientalist trope of the innocence of the uncivilized native. In the rest 

of the story, the Frenchman wants to see a non-Europeanized Turkish house. The narrator 

takes him to his wet nurse’s in Karagümrük, west of the old city, walking (the Frenchman 

does not want to take the tramway) through burnt areas and dilapidated buildings. The latter 

                                                
121 Sedat Çetintaş, “İstanbulun İmarı ve Şehirdeki Mezarlıklar,” Cumhuriyet, January 6, 1938.  
122 Ömer Seyfettin, “Gizli Mabed,” in Bütün Eserleri, Hikayeler 3 (İstanbul: Dergah Yayınları, 1999), 332-339 
(First published in İfham, 10 November 1919)  
123 Ibid., 333.  
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often stops to admire picturesque of these ruins: “What sight, what sight!” At the wet nurse’s, 

the Frenchman kisses the old woman’s hand, tries to eat with his hands instead of forks and 

spoons, and assumes the cross-legged sitting position of the “Orientals.” In the morning, the 

narrator finds him writing on his notebook, fascinated and delighted. He takes the Frenchman 

to a coffeehouse nearby Mehmed II’s Mosque, “to sink him deeper into the worse Oriental 

picturesque (daha beter Şark pitoreskinin içine batırmak için).” The Frenchman, however, is 

not interested in the mosque, claiming he saw a more important temple at the wet nurse’s, a 

secret one that “no European had ever seen before.” He reads from his notebook how he 

sneaked into one of the rooms early in the morning, found wooden tombs “undoubtedly 

containing mummies of the household’s beloveds,” crowned by the relics of the deceased, and 

accompanied by buckets of holy water coming from who knows which corner of Mecca or 

Medina. The adventurous French drinks from each bucket, and leaves the room with the 

delight of “an infidel, a traitor, and a blasphemer entering a forbidden temple.” The narrator 

bursts out laughing, explaining to his friend that he had actually entered the wet nurse’s 

closet, filled with clothes stored in coffers. The “relics” were, in fact, ropes to hang her 

laundry, and the “holy water” had been leaking from the roof and collecting into buckets.  

Criticizing the European indifference to the Turkish people’s aspirations for a modern 

city as in Ömer Seyfettin’s story was only one way in which Turkish literary pieces engaged 

in the pitiful state of the built environment. Disorderly streets, grotesque urban forms, and 

overall dilapidation of Istanbul featured in different literary genres from the final years of the 

Ottoman Empire well into the 1960s. While some literary works such as The Secret Temple 

elaborated on the urban crisis directly and explicitly, others relegated it to the background of 

their narratives. One example is the memoirs of Aziz Nesin, a champion of the humorous 

genre in Turkish literature, a subversive political critic, and a controversial figure until his 

death in 1995. Published in 1966, most of his memoirs are about his childhood and 
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adolescence in Istanbul in the 1920s.124 With their unpretentious literary vigor, the three-

volume memoirs offer rare insights into the streets and residential spaces of early republican 

Istanbul through the eyes of a child. Very few of Nesin’s Istanbul-born colleagues came from 

as humble a background as he did, and none published a similarly comprehensive 

autobiography of childhood and adolescence.125 Nesin went through the miseries of Istanbul 

in the 1920 to the fullest extent. After one of many catastrophic fires that erupted in the city in 

the 1910s destroyed their house in Kasımpaşa neighborhood, Nesin’s family moved from one 

unorthodox residence to another around the old city, ranging from bachelor rooms in khans 

and shared rooms in former middle class houses to convent rooms and, in one case, an 

elevated platform in a medrese room.126 Nesin memorably describes these decrepit places and 

the poverty of their residents. He set his memories against the background of early republican 

Istanbul’s sights, sounds, smells, and textures. The accounts of his long walks around the city 

(the family could rarely afford to public transportation) offer a vivid picture of narrow streets, 

burnt areas, and buildings in disrepair. In contrast to journalistic, satirical, and literary pieces 

mentioned above, Nesin’s memoirs were written retrospectively in a colloquial Turkish. The 

quintessential space of the memories, early republican Istanbul figures at times as decor at 

others as actor, but, inevitably, in misery and dilapidation.  

The miserable state of Istanbul served different functions in different literary pieces, 

which represented multiple ways of looking at or imagining the city. In this respect, Nesin’s 

memoirs stood, in many ways, in stark opposition to Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar’s works. Before 

                                                
124 Aziz Nesin, Böyle Gelmiş Böyle Gitmez, 3 volumes, 21st Edition, (İstanbul: Nesin Yayıncılık, 2014) (First 
published in 1966). 
125 In contrast to the overwhelming majority of his Istanbul-born coevals in literary circles, Nesin came from a 
very poor family. His father, a Sufi from the Mevlevi order and a great admirer of sultan Abdülhamid II, worked 
at menial jobs in case he could find one, barely sustaining the family. Nesin’s autobiography of childhood and 
adolescence is incredibly comprehensive, shedding light on myriad faces of the contemporary society and city, 
ranging from gender relations to networks of Sufi brotherhoods, from residential spaces to experiences of 
walking through the streets of Istanbul. 
126 For various types of residences Nesin and his acquaintances lived, see Aziz Nesin, Böyle Gelmiş Böyle 
Gitmez, 3 volumes, 21st Edition, (İstanbul: Nesin Yayıncılık, 2014), Volume 1, Yol, 131, 146, 217, 245, 310, 
331, 334, 450; Volume 2, Yokuşun Başı, 152, 159, 198, 215.  
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turning to a detailed analysis of Tanpınar’s representations of Istanbul and his visions of its 

modernization, it would be useful to compare the two authors briefly. In contrast to Nesin’s 

colloquialism, Tanpınar was literary and conceptual. Tanpınar’s Istanbul was the city of petit 

bourgeoisie where lower classes served only as decorative elements. The actors of Nesin’s 

Istanbul, however, were manual laborers, unemployed men, oppressed women, homeless kids, 

and depraved people. Tanpınar was aloof from politics, while Nesin was imprisoned and 

tortured several times for his political activism. The former focused on the plight of the 

modern individual; the latter explored the plight of the modern society. The streets and ruins 

in Tanpınar’s Istanbul inevitably tied into the melancholia for the demise of past harmonies, 

but Nesin’s Istanbul, despite the poverty and dilapidation of the city, was full of life, energy, 

struggles, and optimism. In their respective articles on urban projects in Istanbul published 

during the 1940s, Tanpınar preached aesthetic taste and respect for the city’s historical 

patrimony, while Nesin condemned the spending of public money for the comfort of upper 

classes.127 Finally, our current perceptions of early republican Istanbul have largely been 

shaped by Tanpınar’s oeuvre. Nesin’s marginalized figures went largely into oblivion. The 

fascination of the best-selling author Orhan Pamuk (recipient of 2006 Nobel Prize in 

Literature) with Tanpınar’s representations of Istanbul might have played a role in the recent 

surge of interest in his works.128 More important was that Tanpınar turned early republican 

Istanbul into a platform through which he offered compelling commentaries on still burning 

issues of “civilization,” east-west dichotomy, and national identity in Turkey, embedding all 

these with the universal themes of alienation, suffering, and death. 

A professor of literature at Istanbul University, Tanpınar wrote a number of novels, 

short stories, poems, articles for newspapers and journals, and a pioneering history of 

                                                
127 For Nesin’s criticism of the Istanbul Municipality, see Chapter 6.  
128 Orhan Pamuk, Istanbul: Memories and the City, trans. Maureen Freely (New York: Vintage, 2006), 26-33 
(Chapter 4: “The Destruction of the Pashas' Mansions: A Sad Tour of the Streets”), and 245-253 (Chapter 26: 
“The Melancholy of the Ruins: Tanpınar and Yahya Kemal in the City's Poor Neighborhoods”).   
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nineteenth century Turkish literature. There were basically two sources that inspired his 

approaches to literature, Turkish and European civilizations, and, most importantly for our 

purposes, the city of Istanbul. The first was his professor and mentor, Yahya Kemal. The 

master and the apprentice took long walks together around the city, examined its backstreets 

and crumbling monuments, and contemplated about the crisis of culture and civilization in 

early republican Turkey.129 The second major source of inspiration for Tanpınar was 

nineteenth century French literature, and the ways in which the French literary figures 

conceptualized and represented the radical transformations of Paris under Napoleon III and 

Baron Haussmann. There is an umbilical link between the legacy of French literary responses 

to Haussmannization and the ways in which Tanpınar represented early republican Istanbul, 

and reacted to its transformations. It will be useful to dwell on these two sources briefly 

before elaborating on Tanpınar’s perspectives on monuments, memories, and urban 

modernization. 

 A celebrated poet of Istanbul, Yahya Kemal penned many articles about the 

modernization of the city from the late 1910s onwards. He served as a member of the jury in 

charge of recruiting an architect to prepare a master plan for Istanbul in 1934-1935.130 He had 

repeatedly urged for the preservation of the city’s distinctive beauties such as its celebrated 

silhouette, the cypress trees of its cemeteries, and the landscape of the Bosphorus. Yahya 

Kemal also urged against the static notion of modernism across time and space. Having spent 

nine years in Paris, he often culled his examples from the French experiences of urban 

modernism:  

One of the most flawed ideas in both Europe and Turkey is the one that takes the 
modern to be fixed, immutable, and unprogressing (sabit, değişmez, terakki etmez). 
Eighty, ninety years ago, the famous mayor of Paris, Baron Haussmann, opened 
straight avenues and streets, and ravaged the old city and its neighborhoods. Back 

                                                
129 Ibid. Tanpınar mentions how he benefited from these walks in one of his newspaper articles. Ahmet Hamdi 
Tanpınar, “Kenar Semtlerde Bir Gezinti,” Ulus, August 6, 1943 [Also Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar, Yaşadığım Gibi 
(İstanbul: Dergah Yayınları, 1996), 210-214] 
130 Chapter 4.  
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then, it was said 'this is how a modern city looks like.' After a while, however, many 
intellectuals with refined tastes realized that the remaking of Paris as a chessboard by 
Haussmann was a pernicious mistake. For history disappeared from the districts he 
created. Today, visiting one of those districts makes one feel to be trapped in the 
narrow span of the past forty, fifty years. Now, which one should we call modern? The 
idea of fifty years ago, or the idea of later intellectuals that denounced it?131   
 

The influence of modern French literature on Tanpınar was as deep as that of Yahya 

Kemal.132 Tanpınar often invoked giants of modern French literature such as Baudelaire, 

Verlaine, and Proust in his essays and novels. In an article published in Cumhuriyet 

newspaper, he argued that intellectuals complaining about urban change constituted a trope in 

modern literature, illustrating his point with examples from French literature: Balzac devoting 

large sections in his novels to the transformation of Paris; Anatole France’s melancholic 

archaeology of disappeared buildings; Baudelaire’s lamentations over the demise of old Paris 

under Haussmann.133 Tanpınar was aware, however, that he operated within a highly different 

social, economic, and urban context. Unlike these French literary figures’ traumatic loss of 

familiar urban environments in a swift and comprehensive fashion, Tanpınar’s Istanbul 

'dissolved' (çözüldü) gradually over decades if not centuries.134 He had barely seen intact the 

decrepit monuments, streets, or houses he went melancholic for. The different physical 

settings in which Tanpınar and the nineteenth century French literary figures engaged can be 

illustrated in reference to the following remarks by sociologist Maurice Halbwachs, who 

brought the concept of collective memory to the forefront of sociological research in the 

1950s: “The districts within a city and the homes within a district have as fixed a location as 

any tree, rock, hill, or field. Hence the urban group has no impression of change so long as 

                                                
131 Selahaddin Güngör, “Yahya Kemale Göre Türk İstanbul,” Cumhuriyet, March 15, 1942.  
132 “My first discovery after Yahya Kemal was Baudelaire. I always loved this great poet. I can even say that 
there were times I took him to be a mentor, not merely a poet. [...] After him came Verlaine and Mallarmé, 
respectively.” “Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar Anlatıyor,” Varlık, 377 (December 1, 1951), 5-7 [Also in Ahmet Hamdi 
Tanpınar, Yaşadığım Gibi (İstanbul: Dergah Yayınları 1996), 300-310]  
133 Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar, “Türk İstanbul,” Cumhuriyet, September 16, 1946.   
134 Ibid. Tanpınar made the same comparison between different dynamics of urban change in Paris and Istanbul 
in his Five Cities. Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar, Beş Şehir, Second Edition (Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu Basımevi, 
1960), 186 (First published in 1946).     
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streets and buildings remain the same. [...] Might it not be the contrast between the impassive 

stones and such disturbances [wars, revolutions, political crises etc.] that convinces people 

that, after all, nothing has been lost, for walls and homes remain standing?”135 Halbwachs’ 

remarks that related to European cities such as Paris and Rome were irrelevant as far as early 

republican Istanbul was concerned. Throughout the Ottoman centuries, the overwhelmingly 

wooden residential fabric of the city was subject to a vicious cycle of total destruction and 

rebuilding due to recurrent fires. With the exception of charitable structures, dynastic palaces, 

and city walls, the buildings and streets of Istanbul, unlike those of Halbwachs’ European 

cities, rarely remained the same for more than half a century at a time. In his novel, Those 

Outside the Stage (Sahnenin Dışındakiler) Tanpınar brought up the perpetual remaking of 

Istanbul’s neighborhoods: “The neighborhoods of Istanbul change their faces every twenty, 

thirty years, and one day [...] they suddenly disappear. Our forefathers have made this 

possible on the day they invented the thing called wooden house. [...] These stages of twenty, 

thirty years recreated the neighborhoods of Istanbul almost from scratch [...]”136  

Tanpınar’s context took him to a different terrain than the rootlessness and alienation 

stemming from the triumph of modernity, capitalism, and radical transformation of Paris that 

plagued many French poets and authors in the nineteenth century. His literary engagement 

with Istanbul was informed by his anxiety over, as he put it, the replacement of one 

civilization, the oriental, by another, the occidental, which was how he conceptualized the 

cultural effects of Ottoman/Turkish transformations under the shadow of Europe for a 

century. Tanpınar’s works never cast doubt on the notion that these two civilizations are 

categorically distinct. Hybridity is out of place in his aesthetics. In one article, he condemned 

                                                
135 Maurice Halbwachs, The Collective Memory, trans. Francis J. Ditter and Vida Yazdi Ditter (New York: 
Harper Colophon Books, 1980), 131.    
136 Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar, Sahnenin Dışındakiler (İstanbul: Dergah Yayınları, 2013), 14 (First published as a 
serial in Yeni İstanbul newspaper in 1950, and as a book posthumously in 1973) 
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eclecticism of nineteenth century architecture.137 In another, he called for the elimination of 

the “hybrid Levantine taste and its imitative spirit” in the urban transformation of Istanbul.138 

However, a great admirer of European literature, arts, and music, Tanpınar was no myopic 

nationalist urging return to a “pure” and “uncontaminated” past. Instead of “hybrid,” he 

frequently used the term “synthesis” (terkip) to describe the ideal product of the Turkish 

interaction with European civilization. Tanpınar immersed himself in both the European and 

Turkish (its multicultural connotations made the word 'Ottoman' inappropriate in his time) 

masters of literature and music. The appreciation of the former, he repeatedly argued, did not 

necessitate the repudiation of the latter, a 'fallacy' Tanpınar himself had committed in his 

twenties until he began to grasp the merits of the orient (şark).139 In Tanpınar’s masterpiece, A 

Mind at Peace (Huzur), İhsan, largely taken to represent Yahya Kemal, talks to a group of 

younger intellectuals including Mümtaz, the protagonist taken to represent Tanpınar himself: 

“Dede (a nineteenth century Ottoman composer) is not Wagner, and we cannot make Yunus 

(a medieval folk poet) a Verlaine, or Baki (a sixteenth century Ottoman poet) a Goethe or 

Gide. This is why we do not appreciate them. [...] Geography, culture, etc. expect us to reach 

a synthesis (terkip); but we are not aware of our mission. Instead, we try to imitate the 

experiences of other nations.”140 It is hard to miss the dialogue between Ihsan’s remarks and 

Yahya Kemal’s warning against Haussmannization. Instead of pitting one against the other, 

Tanpınar proposes the elimination of the dichotomy between the two civilizations through a 

synthesis.  

                                                
137 Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar, “Türk İstanbul,” Cumhuriyet, September 16, 1946.  
138 Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar, “İstanbulun İmarı,” Cumhuriyet, September 23, 1946.  
139 “Until 1932, I had been a fundamental westernist. I was categorically rejecting the east. After 1932, I lived in 
an east of my own interpretations. I believed that our ideal life climate (yaşama iklimi) would be such a 
synthesis. Five Cities and A Mind at Peace are explorations of this synthesis. This is also the seed of the books I 
will write.” “Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar Anlatıyor,” Varlık, 377, (December 1, 1951), 5-7 [Also in Ahmet Hamdi 
Tanpınar, Yaşadığım Gibi (İstanbul: Dergah Yayınları, 1996), 300-310] 
140 Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar, Huzur (A Mind at Peace), Dergah Yayınları, İstanbul, 2010, 252. (First published as 
a serial in Cumhuriyet newspaper in 1948, and as a book in 1949)  
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Why did the backstreets and neighborhoods of Istanbul enthrall Tanpınar? It was not 

longing for an ideal moment of urban history, given that Istanbul’s urban environment was in 

a perpetual flux.141 “Little is more instructive than strolling through these gloomy 

neighborhoods of Istanbul,” Tanpınar wrote in one of his newspaper articles. “Because, 

despite their dilapidated state, they give you a whole history in layers.”142 The woman 

protagonist of A Mind at Peace, Nuran, visits the Cerrahpaşa neighborhood, southwest of the 

old city, with Mümtaz, and “was fascinated by the decrepit medreses, home to many poor 

people, with their roofs collapsed and courtyards covered with greenery.” The narrator 

continues: “Everywhere, one observes dilapidation, exhaustion exacerbated by the heat, many 

sick and tired faces, and physiological collapse. The city and its people looked dramatically 

like one another.”143 Why did Tanpınar find this picture of poverty and ruins, which he called 

“the orphans of a collapsed civilization,” so fascinating and instructive?144   

The conceptual framework Svetlana Boym offers in her The Future of Nostalgia 

would be helpful to understand Tanpınar’s grappling with the state of Istanbul’s built 

environment. Etymologically meaning “longing for returning home,” nostalgia took on 

complex senses and connotations in modern times. Boym argues that it is a condition 

surrounding the modern individual that seeks “continuity in a fragmented world,” and “a 

community with collective memory.”145 Nostalgia is predicated on reluctance to accept 

modern notions of time and progress. It is also an eternal and universal reaction to the 

“irreversibility of time.” The aftermaths of revolutions, Boym claims, created an upsurge in 

nostalgia: “In France it is not only the ancien régime that produced revolution, but in some 
                                                
141 For a more typically nostalgic account of the recent past in contemporary literature, idealizing the beauties of 
the Bosphorus and the culture of enjoying it, see Abdülhak Şinasi Hisar, Boğaziçi Mehtapları (İstanbul: Yapı 
Kredi Yayınları, 2013) (First published in 1942).   
142 Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar, “Kenar Semtlerde Bir Gezinti,” Ulus, August 6, 1943 [Also Ahmet Hamdi 
Tanpınar, Yaşadığım Gibi (İstanbul: Dergah Yayınları, 1996), 210-214] 
143 Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar, Huzur (İstanbul: Dergah Yayınları, 2010), 188-189 (First published as a serial in 
Cumhuriyet newspaper in 1948, and as a book in 1949) 
144 Ibid., 190.   
145 Svetlana Boym, The Future of Nostalgia (New York: Basic Books, 2001), xiv.  



 
 

68 

respect the revolution produced the ancien régime, giving it shape, a sense of closure and a 

gilded aura.” It is crucial to note, Boym warns the reader, that the post-revolutionary nostalgia 

is not necessarily for the old regime, “but also for the unrealized dreams of the past and 

visions of the future that became obsolete.”146 She makes a crucial distinction between 

restorative and reflective nostalgia. The first is based on nostos (return home), and informs the 

nationalist and religious discourses of lost home and the return to origins. The second, 

reflective nostalgia, is more about algia, the longing, and it embraces modernity with its 

contradictions. The longing becomes an end in and of itself. As opposed to the reign of 

absolute truth in restorative nostalgia, the object of longing is shrouded in doubt in reflective 

nostalgia, which “explores ways of inhabiting many places at once and imagining different 

time zones.”147 The reflective nostalgia cherished “the incompleteness, the fossil, the ruin, the 

miniature, the souvenir, not the total recreation of a past paradise or hell.“ It does not have a 

“'golden age' to be reconstructed but a 'lost civilization' to engage with through ruins, traces 

and fragments.”148  

Tanpınar’s engagement with the ruins in time of intense cultural transformations fits 

well with Boym’s analysis of reflective nostalgia. Also, Boym builds much of her conceptual 

framework with references to Charles Baudelaire and Walter Benjamin, and their 

representations of nineteenth century Paris, the source of perpetual inspiration for Tanpınar. 

During a visit to the French capital in 1954, Tanpınar sent an article to be published in 

Cumhuriyet, where he described how the sad French ballads he listened to at cafés “imbue 

one with the longing for a time one never lived through.”149 His fascination with Paris and the 

giants of modern French literature clearly informed this specific moment of reflective 

                                                
146 Ibid., xv.  
147 Ibid., xviii.  
148 Ibid., 16.  
149 Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar, “Paris’te İlk Günler,” Cumhuriyet, March 16, 1954 [Also in Ahmet Hamdi 
Tanpınar, Yaşadığım Gibi (İstanbul: Dergah Yayınları, 1996), 210-214]) 
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nostalgia. It was, however, early republican Istanbul (a post-revolutionary context just as 

post-1789 France or post-1917 Russia in Boym’s study) that nurtured the state of reflective 

nostalgia in Tanpınar’s writings. The crumbling monuments and ruinous neighborhoods stand 

for the dissolving of a civilization he lamented for (but did not advocate a return to). “I am not 

the esthete of a collapse (Ben bir çöküşün esteti değilim),” said Mümtaz in Huzur, “May be I 

am looking for things that survive this collapse.”150 His anxieties about the disappearance of 

the past stand for larger concerns over the present society and the individual. His Baudelairian 

side warned Tanpınar against ignoring the present time, or “the transient, the fleeting” as the 

French poet put it in his celebrated description of modernity. “Why are you not living today, 

Mümtaz?” Nuran asks in Huzur. “Why are you always in the past or in the future? There is 

the present hour as well.”151 On the one hand, Tanpınar contemplates the crisis of modern 

Turkish identity and civilization through the ruins of Istanbul. On the other hand, burnt areas, 

crumbling buildings, cemeteries with cypresses, and wild plants covering the collapsed domes 

and abandoned courtyards of historical monuments are all powerful metaphors conjuring up 

the other major trope of Tanpınar’s works: the inevitability of death and futility of human 

existence, which haunted Mümtaz in Huzur.152   

Tanpınar went nostalgic at a time when nostalgia was anathema to the forward looking 

and optimist modernization program of the new regime. He grapples with the ruins as ruins, 

while, officially, the ruins of early republican Istanbul mattered only if they could be restored 

and serve to shore up claims toward national identity and political legitimacy.153 However, 

Tanpınar’s nostalgia never meant to provoke the republican fear for the restoration of the 

                                                
150 Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar, Huzur (İstanbul: Dergah Yayınları, 2010), 172 (First published as a serial in 
Cumhuriyet newspaper in 1948, and as a book in 1949). 
151 Ibid. 180.  
152 “When he [Mümtaz] kept her [Nuran] in his arms, was not he saying to death, the afrit waiting right in his 
back: “I am about to overcome you, I overcame you, here is my armor and weapon”?” Ibid., 171. The best 
incarnation of this trope is Mümtaz’s alter-ego in Huzur, Suat, the cynic/nihilist character who denounces all 
struggles and preaches suicide, which he commits toward the end of the novel. Berna Moran, “Bir 
Huzursuzluğun Romanı: Huzur,” 120, Birikim 46-47 (October-November 1978): 111-122. 
153 See Chapter 5. 	
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ancien regime. Rather, the ruins allowed Tanpınar to both contemplate human existence, and 

articulate his ideas on the cultural and civilizational transformations of his age. Instead of 

condemning Turkish modernization, he sought to tame its excesses. A historian of nineteenth 

century Turkish literature, Tanpınar was fully aware of the cultural outlandishness of the post-

Tanzimat period. His urge for the preservation of the cultural identity, and a synthesis 

between the eastern and western civilizations soothed another republican fear: total 

assimilation. It was in these ambiguities, complexities, and contradictions of his age that 

Tanpınar’s interest in the dilapidation of early republican Istanbul acquired meaning and 

relevance.  

Tanpınar also approached cultural forms, personal objects, or impromptu street 

encounters through the same lenses of cultural continuity, transitoriness of human life, and the 

tension between the eastern and western civilizations. The coexistence of Turkish and 

European music was, for example, as central a trope of his works as were the monuments and 

streets of Istanbul. An admirer, at once, of great European composers and Turkish ones such 

as Itri and Dede, Tanpınar had Huzur’s protagonist Mümtaz call the ney master Emin Dede as 

“the last guardian of all past treasures [...] the human being in whose breath lives a whole 

civilization.”154 During one of his strolls in the old neighborhoods of Istanbul, Tanpınar 

encounters a group of girls singing a children’s song. He remembers the song from his own 

childhood, and, at once, the children’s song becomes a cultural artifact connecting the distant 

past with the present, an artifact the dilapidated neighborhoods of Istanbul preserved for 

posterity.155 It might bear also to note Tanpınar’s Benjaminian interest in antique stores. 

Huzur has a passage about Istanbul’s antique stores full of embroideries, jewelries, Byzantine 

                                                
154 Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar, Huzur (İstanbul: Dergah Yayınları, 2010), 258 (First published as a serial in 
Cumhuriyet newspaper in 1948, and as a book in 1949).  
155 Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar, “Kenar Semtlerde Bir Gezinti,” Ulus, August 6, 1943 [Also in Ahmet Hamdi 
Tanpınar, Yaşadığım Gibi (İstanbul: Dergah Yayınları, 1996), 210-214]  



 
 

71 

icons, calligraphies, and “last pieces of old customs,” which “could keep him [Mümtaz] for 

hours with the allure of the unknown and the distant past.”156 

All these encounters with master musicians, children’s songs, or antique objects take 

place in the early republican city, the context in which Tanpınar built his intellectual 

formation and articulated his literary imagination. The overall dilapidation of Istanbul was not 

merely an issue of municipal administration and urban modernization for Tanpınar. Rather, he 

turned the city into an index of the individual and cultural crises of his age, embodying 

modernity and tradition with their clashes and contradictions. His interventions in the urban 

transformation of Istanbul remained largely in the conceptual realm. Tanpınar did not monitor 

and write about urban projects as actively as did some of his colleagues such as Refik Halid 

Karay or Peyami Safa. But his representation of early republican Istanbul, and perspectives 

about the city within the context of Turkish modernization would have far-reaching influence 

over later generations, dwarfing those of his contemporary journalists or literary figures.   

 

Conclusion 

The deplorable state of early republican Istanbul led to diverse local responses. At one 

end stood Tanpınar, who turned it into an instrument for commenting on broader issues of 

human existence and cultural crises of modern Turkey. At the other end stood those 

journalists, municipal council members, and ordinary citizens that demanded the 

modernization of the city at any cost. While Tanpınar’s commentaries have engrossed 

scholars until the present, it was the burning issues of urbanism and the popular fury against 

the municipal authorities that dominated the early republican public sphere. Journalist 

                                                
156 Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar, Huzur (İstanbul: Dergah Yayınları, 2010), 42 (First published as a serial in 
Cumhuriyet newspaper in 1948, and as a book in 1949). Tanpınar’s biographies note that he regularly spent time 
at an antique store at Narmanlı Han in Beyoğlu, the same building where he lived between 1943 and 1951 and 
wrote two of his most celebrated books: Huzur and Five Cities, a collection of essays. Haldun Taner, “Ahmet 
Hamdi Tanpınar’ın En Bereketli Yılları Narmanlı Yurdu’ndaki Bekâr Odasında Geçti,” Milliyet Sanat, 14, 
(December 15, 1980), 26-28 [Also in Abdullah Uçman and Handan İnci eds., ‘Bir Gül Bu Karanlıklarda,’ 
Tanpınar Üzerine Yazılar, (İstanbul: Kitabevi, 2008), 314-317] 
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Nizamettin Nazif perfectly captured the popular mood in his interview with the recently 

appointed mayor-governor Lütfi Kırdar in 1938. While he was waiting for his turn to meet 

Kırdar who accepted journalists on that specific day, Nizamettin Nazif contemplated the 

previous mayors and public criticisms they faced during their tenure. Considering that the two 

most industrious ones who left their imprint in the city, Cemil Paşa and Ali Haydar Bey, were 

the ones that were criticized the most harshly, Nizamettin Nazif asked himself whether this 

was because the residents of Istanbul were ungrateful: “No,” he answered himself. “The 

residents of Istanbul are a European people. They want their hometown to be saved from its 

medieval state [Evinin Ortaçağ istilasından en kısa zamanda kurtulmasını ister]. The 

residents of Istanbul became Europeanized as individuals, but their city remained medieval. 

They see so many problems around the city that they are not satisfied when only three or four 

of these are fixed. They want to see all problems fixed when they wake up in a morning.”157 

But how to fix those problems and what form of a modern city was to create pitted the 

residents of Istanbul against one another. The ensuing debates and negotiations were carried 

out in the local press, the municipal council, and the literary realm, the channels through 

which the residents of Istanbul claimed agency in the transformation of their city. The 

following chapters will demonstrate the diverse ways in which these channels informed the 

modernization of Istanbul.  

 

 

 

                                                
157 Nizamettin Nazif, “Vali ile Tek Mülakat,” Tan, December 7, 1938. It is incidental for the purposes of this 
chapter whether the term Europeanized was proper to describe the modern Istanbul society, but it would be 
worth noting that decades later, a comprehensive research on the demographics of Istanbul between 1880 and 
1940 confirmed Nizamettin Nazif, and reached the same conclusion that the city was much closer to its western 
European peers than the rest of the Ottoman Empire/Turkey in terms of marriage and fertility rates. Cem Behar 
and Alain Duben, Istanbul Households: Marriage, Family, and Fertility 1880-1940 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2002), 1-22.  
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Excursus: Representing Urban Inequality    

While some districts of Istanbul benefited from urban modernization projects since the 

nineteenth century, many others had remained largely untouched well into the early 

republican period. During the 1920s and 1930s, several commentators elaborated on this 

unevenness. In their narratives, three major tropes figured prominently: coexisting 

temporalities, sectarianism, and anti-cosmopolitanism. First, local narratives often evoked 

temporal references (medieval, modern, or, more objectively, century) to describe Istanbul 

and its districts or neighborhoods in relation both to one another, and to European cities. 

According to these narratives, the paradigmatic city of the actual time (the modern period or 

the twentieth century) was the European city. Relatively speaking, Istanbul was either a 

medieval city or a nineteenth century city. Some districts of Istanbul were even more 

backward then the others. These narratives show that the residents of Istanbul internalized the 

enlightenment notion of what Johannes Fabian later called “denial of coevalness” to non-

western cultures, and projected it upon their own city.158 For example, in a municipal council 

meeting, mayor Emin Bey dwelt on Üsküdar and Beykoz districts along the Asian shore of 

the Bosphorus, and called them to be still in the eighteenth century.159 In another meeting, 

Hacı Mesut Efendi, one of the council members, offered an even grimmer picture of the 

Kasımpaşa neighborhood along the Golden Horn: “If Istanbul still preserves its nineteenth 

century state, Kasımpaşa remained in the eighteenth century. In fact, the notion of century has 

never entered here. Kasımpaşa is what it was in the time of Prophet Noah.”160  

                                                
158 Johannes Fabian, Time and the Other (New York: Columbia University Press, 1983).  
159 “Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Dağıldı, Emin Bey Kurtuldu,” Tevhid-i Efkar, January 30, 1925. In 1924, 
Süreyya Bey, businessman and philanthropist who pioneered many urban projects in Kadıköy, wrote in a report 
on the remaking of Üsküdar, which signifies the entire Anatolian part of Istanbul: “Istanbul has so far left 
Üsküdar hungry, naked, and backward as it exploited Anatolia but left it hungry and naked.” Kürşat Karacagil, 
“Üsküdar’ın İmarına Dair Bir Rapor (1924)”, in Üsküdar Sempozyumu IV Bildiriler (İstanbul: Üsküdar 
Belediyesi, 2007), 155-168.  
160 Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, 1 Ekim 1340-29 Ocak 1341 (İstanbul: Şehremaneti Matbaası, 
1926), 833.  
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In addition to temporality, local narratives during the 1920s and 1930s also 

represented the built environment along religious or sectarian lines, emphasizing that the 

Muslim neighborhoods were in a much worse state than the non-Muslim ones. For example, 

in all three districts and neighborhoods mentioned above (Üsküdar, Beykoz, and Kasımpaşa), 

Muslims constituted the majority of inhabitants. The ethno-religious violence of the Balkan 

Wars and the First World War, popular discourses about the economic exploitation of 

Muslims by non-Muslims, and the vivid memories of the allied Occupation of Istanbul as well 

as the Greek Occupation of Western Anatolia all played a role in deepening sectarian 

cleavages in the society. Critics in the press and municipal administration were 

overwhelmingly Turkish/Muslim, and they often argued that the Turkish/Muslim majority 

districts and neighborhoods had long been at a disadvantage in benefiting from urban 

modernization compared to the non-Turkish/non-Muslim majority ones, most notably 

Beyoğlu. “While Turkish Istanbul gradually fell into dilapidation,” wrote Yunus Nadi of 

Cumhuriyet in 1925, “the non-Turkish Istanbul evolved into an imitation of European 

cities.”161 In November 1923, Tevhid-i Efkar newspaper announced the coastal street project 

between Üsküdar and Beykoz, and praised the municipality for finally understanding the need 

to prioritize the modernization of Muslim neighborhoods: “Until now, the European side of 

the Bosphorus has been modernized but the Anatolian side, which is full of Muslims, has 

been ignored.”162  

Concomitantly, a scathing critique of cosmopolitanism informed the local 

representations of Beyoğlu district in the 1920s and 1930s. Historically the center of 

European culture, lifestyle, and architecture in Istanbul, Beyoğlu had become a hotbed of a 

peculiar cosmopolitanism, usually associated with the term 'Levantine,' after people of 

European origins who were settled in the Ottoman Empire for generations, and maintained 

                                                
161 Yunus Nadi, “İstanbul İçin,” Cumhuriyet, January 26, 1925.  
162 “Üsküdar-Beykoz Şosesi,” Tevhid-i Efkar, November 7, 1923.  
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multiple allegiances. Several journalists and literary figures argued that being a 

Turkish/Muslim in Ottoman Beyoğlu had been tantamount to being a second-class person. 

Falih Rıfkı, a leading journalist, reminisced about how, during the First World War, they were 

treated with respect in Beyoğlu for the first time.163 He pointed out elsewhere that 

discrimination against Turks/Muslims in the district returned in full force during the 

Occupation of Istanbul.164 In numerous literary accounts, Beyoğlu was the district of the non-

Muslim, the Levantine, the foreign, the decadent, and, worst of all, the cosmopolitan 

collaborator.165 As late as the mid-1930s, Turkish nationalists fell short of their goal “to 

conquer Beyoğlu.” In 1935, Cumhuriyet participated in the debates over whether to build the 

modern conservatory building in Şehzadebaşı in the old city, or in Beyoğlu. The newspaper 

opted for the latter: “We have always known Beyoğlu to be cosmopolitan and tainted. We 

have been trying to conquer it for years. We should not forget that the more national and 

official institutions we found in this district, which stands as a patch on the overall structure 

of Istanbul, the more successful we become in this affair [of conquest].”166   

Contemporary literary figures often dwelled on the contrast between Beyoğlu and the 

Turkish/Muslim majority districts across the Golden Horn. Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar argued 

that the dense and vertical architecture of Beyoğlu marred the peculiar landscape of the 

Bosphorus (defined by horizontal architecture in harmony with large green areas).167 He also 

noted that the district had always enjoyed privileges in the modernization of the city. Tanpınar 

visits Beyoğlu in his Five Cities as well, this time in terms of its contrast with the old city: 

“Whatever we see in the neighborhoods of Istanbul are the best of their kind. However, 

everything in Beyoğlu is older, less beautiful, and unauthentic than their equivalents abroad. 
                                                
163 Falih Rıfkı Atay, Batış Yılları (İstanbul: Dünya Yayınları, 1963), 94.   
164 Falih Rıfkı Atay Konuşuyor (Ankara: Berkalp Kitabevi, 1945), 77-78 (originally published in 1928).   
165 Mithat Cemal Kuntay’s 1938 novel, Üç İstanbul, offers a memorable account of Beyoğlu-based Turkish 
collaborators of the occupation. Mithat Cemal Kuntay, Üç İstanbul (İstanbul: Oğlak Yayınları, 2016) (First 
published in 1938).   
166 “Konservatuar Mutlaka Beyoğluna Yapılmalıdır,” Cumhuriyet, January 2, 1935.  
167 Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar, “Türk İstanbul,” Cumhuriyet, September 16, 1946.    
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Beyoğlu is the cheapest kind of nineteenth century Europe, which has never been honored by 

the term original.”168  

Perhaps the most memorable account of the Beyoğlu-Istanbul dichotomy in 

contemporary literature was Peyami Safa’s 1931 novella, Fatih-Harbiye, after the tramline 

connecting these two sections of the city. The story of a young woman coming from a 

conservative family, Neriman, who was infatuated by European lifestyle based in Beyoğlu, 

Fatih-Harbiye explored cultural tensions of the east-west encounters in early republican 

Istanbul. The following passage vividly captures the cultural and architectural chasms 

between Beyoğlu and Istanbul despite their physical proximity: “Whenever Neriman went up 

to Beyoğlu, she felt as if she had a long-distance travel just like many other people who live 

in Turkish neighborhoods. Once again, Fatih remained far away. This distance, which did not 

take longer than an hour to arrive by tram, always seemed to be as long as the way to 

Afghanistan. Indeed, in these two districts of Istanbul, one easily observes many of the 

differences between Kabul and New York.”169 

A cartoon that appeared in Akbaba in 1936 crisply captures different popular 

perceptions of the three major sections of early republican Istanbul.170 (Figure 10) Titled 

Three Istanbuls (Üç İstanbul) after Mithat Cemal Kuntay’s monumental novel, it featured 

three juxtaposed cartoons representing Beyoğlu, Istanbul, and Üsküdar. Unlike the novel that 

                                                
168 Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar, Beş Şehir (Ankara: Ülkü Yayınları, 1946), 170. The author lived in Beyoğlu during 
the most productive years of his career, a paradox that befits the tropes of his literary and intellectual endeavors, 
and that he himself recognizes as a symptom of his generation on the same page. Tanpınar removed these 
particular remarks in the second edition of the book. Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar, Beş Şehir, Second Edition 
(Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu Basımevi, 1960).    
169 Peyami Safa, Fatih-Harbiye (İstanbul: Ötüken Yayınları, 2000), 32 (First published in 1930). In 1930, a year 
before the publication of Fatih-Harbiye, Hikmet Feridun, a twenty-one-year-old journalist at the time, also 
elaborated on the striking differences between Istanbul and Beyoğlu; between the wooden houses with caged 
windows and concrete apartments flanking wide streets. He employed very similar analogies to that of Peyami 
Safa: “I find it astonishing that these two districts figure on the same map. I always get the impression of 
crossing [...] continents or oceans when I take the Maçka [neighborhood north of Taksim]-Beyazıt tram. [...] I 
always take this Maçka-Beyazıt tram as if I took the Semplon [sic] Express [better known as Orient Express] or 
a transatlantic liner to Australia [sic] or Latin America.” Hikmet Feridun, “Tasnif Fikri,” Akbaba, February 6, 
1930.   
170 Akbaba, January 18, 1936.   
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portrayed three different eras of recent history (Abdülhamid II, constitutional monarchy, and 

the early years of the republic), the cartoon stressed the three different states of buildings and 

streets in the city: Beyoğlu, represented by a well-ordered street with pavement flanked by a 

modernist building with horizontal windows; Istanbul, represented by a less tidy street and 

pavement flanked by a nineteenth century masonry house with projecting bay windows; and 

Üsküdar, represented in disarray with no street and pavement at all, featuring a grotesque 

wooden house in disrepair, spilled over garbage, and a puddle.  

In Chapter 6, we will see that, by the late 1940s, a new theme would begin to inform 

the debates over the discrepancy between affluent neighborhoods and crumbling ones in 

Istanbul, setting the stage for the post-early republican urban politics: class.    

 

 

Figure 10: Akbaba, January 18, 1936.   
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Chapter 2: Crises and Transformations (1923-1936) 

 

Introduction    

In the first few years of the republic, many local commentators elaborated on the 

analogy between two critical moments in the history of Istanbul: 1453, and 1923, the end of 

the Byzantine and Ottoman rules over the city, respectively. They argued that the state of the 

physical environment, crumbling due to centuries of neglect in both cases, justified both the 

beginning and the end of the Ottoman rule over Istanbul. Thus they offered the earliest post-

Ottoman articulations of a subsequently much exploited notion: “the second conquest of 

Istanbul” through urban modernization.171 In 1924, the following remarks appeared in 

Hakimiyet-i Milliye newspaper: “Historians that describe the first conquest say that the city at 

that time was wounded at many levels with its economy in tatters and society impoverished, 

while its only well-functioning institutions were the spiritual ones. When it conquered 

Istanbul the second time, the Turkish Republic found the city under precisely the same 

circumstances. Both Süleyman Bey and Haydar Bey,172 who took charge of the city after the 

first and second conquests, respectively, came across the same state of dilapidation.”173  

 It is difficult, however, to push the comparison further. Although it may have been 

similar to its fifteenth century self in terms of its shabbiness, Istanbul of “the second 

conquest” was a far cry from that of “the first conquest” in most respects, notably the legal, 
                                                
171 The second conquest theme surrounded the large-scale urban interventions in Istanbul under the Democrat 
Party in the 1950s. İpek Akpınar, "Urbanization Represented in the Historical Peninsula: Turkification of 
Istanbul in the 1950s" in Mid-Century Modernism in Turkey: Architecture Across Cultures in the 1950s and 
1960s, ed. Meltem Gürel (London:Routledge, 2015), 56-84; Murat Gül, The Emergence of Modern Istanbul: 
Transformation and Modernization of a City (London: I. B. Tauris, 2009), 131. With the rise of political Islam in 
the 1990s, the notion of the second conquest resurfaced, particularly before and after the municipal elections of 
1994. The Islamist Welfare Party and its mayor of Istanbul, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, made an extensive use of the 
notion to articulate their visions about the city and the country at large. See Tanıl Bora, “Fatih’in İstanbul’u,” 
Birikim, 76 (August 1995), 44-53.  
172 Haydar Bey was the first mayor of Istanbul in the republican period. However, the author’s reference to 
Süleyman Bey is not clear, for the first Ottoman bureaucrat that became in charge of Istanbul’s urban 
administration in 1453 was Hızır Bey. See below. 
173 “İnkılabın Kazandığı Hak,” Hakimiyet-i Milliye, February 12, 1924 (after Osman Nuri Ergin, İstanbul 
Şehreminleri (İstanbul: İşaret Yayınları, 2007), 922 (first published in 1928). 
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social, and economic contexts.174 This chapter focuses on these contexts between 1923 and 

1936, the first half of the early republic. It explores the ways in which the Istanbul 

Municipality and the residents of Istanbul faced the challenges of urban modernization, and 

transformed both the mechanisms of urban administration and the city’s built environment 

during this period. It shows that despite the absence of large-scale urban interventions, crucial 

legal, financial, and institutional groundwork were laid during this period, which paved the 

way for the advent of planned urbanism from 1936 onwards (as we will see in Chapter 4, the 

discursive foundations of urban planning were also rooted in the debates and publications of 

this first half of the early republic). In addition, physical and symbolic appropriations as well 

as a number of relatively small scale interventions transformed Istanbul from an Ottoman into 

a republican city by the mid-1930s. The residents of Istanbul played a critical role in all these 

processes.     

This chapter has three major themes, each organized under separate rubrics. First, it 

discusses the challenges of urbanism through the eyes of contemporary observers, 

introducing, at the same time, key elements of urban transformation such as the vakıf 

institution. The second rubric examines the appropriations of the urban space both physically 

(by changing the function of Ottoman buildings) and symbolically (by selectively renaming 

streets and neighborhoods so as to create a new toponymic paradigm celebrating the nation-

state). The third rubric focuses on urban interventions such as public buildings, residential 

architecture, public statues, and major arteries in relation to the debates that surrounded them.  

 

 1. Challenges   

 The enormity of the task to modernize early republican Istanbul was a recurrent theme 

in the accounts of local commentators. A number of natural, patrimonial, legal, and financial 
                                                
174 For the early years of the Ottoman rule in Constantinople, see Çiğdem Kafesçioğlu, 
Constantinopolis/Istanbul: Cultural Encounter, Imperial Vision, and the Construction of the Ottoman Capital 
(University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2009).  
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obstacles came up repeatedly in these accounts: uncontrolled urban sprawl along a 

complicated topographical setting; density of historical patrimony obstructing urban 

interventions (explored in Chapter 5); vast burnt areas within the urban fabric; the system of 

charitable endowments and its incompatibility with modern urban administration; and, finally, 

the institutional weakness of the municipality caused by, among other factors, the domination 

of municipal resources by the concessionary companies that monopolized such services as 

electricity, water, and public transportation. The immensity of these obstacles engendered 

diverse reactions. Some went completely cynical about the modernization of Istanbul in their 

lifetimes. Others hoped for at least basic amelioration of urban conditions. Still others 

prioritized the modernization of urban administration, and demanded any major urban 

intervention be shunned until then. In this section, I explore how local commentators 

diagnosed the major challenges of urban modernization, expressed their concerns, and 

proposed remedies to overcome these challenges. This will lay the groundwork for later 

sections and chapters. For these challenges informed the entire trajectory of urbanism in the 

early republican period (theoretical approaches, public demands, and practical interventions 

all alike), preoccupying all those who tackled it, from the city planner Henri Prost to local 

literary figures.   

 

1.1: Topography and Urban Sprawl 

 Announced during a municipal council meeting in 1931, the five-year program of the 

municipality stated that Istanbul was “a most difficult city to regulate due to its natural 

obstacles, and historical and architectural monuments.”175 Historically consisting of three core 

areas (Istanbul, Pera, and Üsküdar), Istanbul went through a period of major urban expansion 

                                                
175 “Avarız-ı tabiiyesi ve abidat-ı tarihiye ve mimariyesi itibarile tanzimi en güç bir şehirdir.”  T.C. İstanbul 
Umumi Meclisi 1930-1931 Zabıtnamesi (İstanbul: Belediye Matbaası, 1931), 512. 
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in the nineteenth century.176 According to one estimate, the urban area of Istanbul almost 

quadrupled from the early to the late nineteenth century.177 The city came to encompass 

loosely connected pockets of settlements along the Bosphorus, separated by three bodies of 

water along with numerous hills and valleys, as well as several suburbs in the western and 

eastern peripheries of the urban core. (Figure 11) Local commentators widely noted the 

challenge of the topography and urban sprawl from the points of view of administration, 

transportation, and urbanism.   

 

Figure 11: The Bosphrous during the Occupation of Istanbul (circa 1920) 
(http://www.levantineheritage.com/aerial-views1.htm)  

  

 One of those commentators was Cemil Paşa, former mayor of Istanbul (1912-1914 

and 1919-1920). Cemil Paşa argued that Istanbul was far too large for its contemporary 

                                                
176 Zeynep Çelik, The Remaking of Istanbul: Portrait of an Ottoman City in the Nineteenth Century (Seattle: 
Washington University Press, 1986). Urbanization along the Bosphorus intensified from the mid-nineteenth 
century onwards as part of the overall expansion of Istanbul. Paolo Girardelli, “Power or Leisure? Remarks on 
the Architecture of the European Summer Embassies on the Bosphorus Shore,” New Perspectives on Turkey, 50 
(2014), 29-58.   
177 From fifty-two to two hundred and four square kilometers. Fatma Türe ed. İstanbul’un Dört Çağı (İstanbul: 
Yapı Kredi Yayınları, 1996), 95.  
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population, pointing out that the settlements of the city were scattered around a vast area, 

“only 10% of which was inhabited.”178 Given that the present resources were too modest to 

transform this huge area in its totality, Cemil Paşa continued, the only solution would be to 

make Istanbul smaller by establishing separate municipalities out of suburbs, and allocate the 

existing resources to the modernization of the core urban areas. In 1923, three years before 

Cemil Paşa’s remarks, the Istanbul Chamber of Commerce had advised precisely the same 

solution in its report on the economic conditions of the city: separating suburbs from Istanbul, 

hence making the urban area smaller and denser.179 According to the report, this would save 

the people of Istanbul from excessive transportation costs, and contribute to the enlivening of 

urban economy.  

 In addition to bureaucratic and commercial circles, columnists also expressed their 

concerns for the urban overgrowth. For example, journalist Falih Rıfkı called the urban area 

of Istanbul as a “large country” (vâsi ülke), regularization of which would have taken 

centuries with the current resources.180 Yunus Nadi of Cumhuriyet newspaper deplored that 

the urban area of Istanbul, with its scattered settlements, was too large to transform into a 

modern city.181 Halit Ziya, a leading literary figure, also argued that Istanbul encompassed an 

excessively large urban area.182 The problem of scattered and loosely connected settlements 

did not solely involve greater Istanbul including the suburbs. The core urban area was also 

replete with vacant sections of vast scale, the burnt areas, which posed an enormous challenge 

for the urban modernization project.  

 
                                                
178 “İstanbul’un Tezyin ve İmarı Hakkında Esbak Üç Şehreminin Raporları,” 332, İstanbul Şehremaneti 
Mecmuası, 21 (May 1926), 329-336. 
179 İlhan Tekeli and Selim İlkin, “1923 Yılında İstanbul’un İktisadi Durumu ve İstanbul Ticaret ve Sanayi Odası 
İktisat Komisyonu Raporu,” 300, Tarih Boyunca İstanbul Seminer Bildiriler Kitabı (İstanbul: Tarih Araştırma 
Merkezi, 1989), 261-316.   
180 Falih Rıfkı, “İstanbul,” İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası, 22, (June 1926), 403-405. 
181 “The city of İstanbul is very scattered. It is impossible to modernize such a large city with such a small 
population.” Yunus Nadi, “Plan ve Program,” Cumhuriyet, July 31, 1930. 
182 “İnkilap Abidesi Nereye Dikilmeli. Yine Münevvverlere Sorduk.” Cumhuriyet, August 2, 1936. 
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1.2: Burnt Areas 

 In his memoirs, Samet Ağaoğlu, a literary figure who served as a cabinet minister 

during the 1950s, narrates an uncanny childhood memory.183 Ağaoğlu, nine-years old at the 

time, has a dream in which he looks through the window in his family house. Suddenly, he 

sees flames and smoke popping up in the middle of the two minarets of the Fatih Mosque. As 

the flames and smoke quickly approach to the Ağaoğlu house, Samet wakes up screaming: 

“We are burning, we are burning!” Upon learning about the dream, his mother consoles 

Samet, interpreting it as a sign of good news to come from the father, Ahmet Ağaoğlu, an 

intellectual and politician in exile in Malta at the time. A week later in the morning, as he 

looks out toward Fatih from the same window, Samet sees clouds of smoke originating from 

behind the Fatih Mosque. “See mom,” he says, “just as it was in my dream.” The mother 

keeps calm, estimating that a fire in Fatih cannot reach their neighborhood (Molla Gürani). 

She is wrong. The flames engulf the neighborhood before noon, soon after she flees with her 

children, leaving everything else behind. This was the Great Fatih-Cibali Fire of 1918, which 

destroyed more than seven thousand houses and desolated an area of one million and one 

hundred thousand square meters, more than one-eight of the entire built area of Istanbul.184  

 Regardless of whether Ağaoğlu’s story is authentic, it perfectly represents how 

entrenched was the fear of fires that spread rapidly and devastated huge areas.185 Precipitated 

                                                
183 Samet Ağaoğlu, Hayat Bir Macera! Çocukluk ve Gençlik Hatıraları (İstanbul: Yapı Kredi Yayınevi, 2013), 
52.  
184 The estimation of the burnt-over area is from Francis Willey Kelsey, “The Burnt Areas of Constantinople 
and proposal for a city plan,” 164, Art and Archaeology 10 (1920), 163-170. The total amount of the area 
destroyed by fires between 1908 and 1922 equaled 3,823,000 square meters, one sixth of the entire city. 
Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, 1337-1338, (İstanbul: Matbaa-i Bahriye, 1339 [1923]), 8. Also see 
Mustafa Cezzar, “Osmanlı Devri İstanbul Yapılarında Tahribat Yapan Yangın ve Afetler,” 379, Türk Sanatı 
Araştırma ve İncelemeleri – I, (İstanbul: Berksoy Matbaası, 1963), 327-414; Zeliha Etöz and Taylan Esin, 
“Osmanlı Şehir Yangınları, 1914-1918,” 22-25, Tarih ve Toplum Yeni Yaklaşımlar, 14 (2012), 1-44.   
185 For a comprehensive account of the reasons behind fires, post-fire reconstructions, and fire-fighting in 
Ottoman Istanbul, see Osman Nuri Ergin, Mecelle-i Umur-ı Belediyye, vol. 2, 1077-1106 and vol. 3, 1119-1254 
(İstanbul: İstanbul Büyükşehir Belediyesi Kültür İşleri Daire Başkanlığı Yayınları, 1995) (First published 
between 1912 and 1920). Also see Niyazi Ahmet Banoğlu, İstanbul Cehennemi: Tarihte Büyük Yangınlar, 
(İstanbul: Kapı Yayınları, 2008); Mustafa Cezzar, “Osmanlı Devri İstanbul Yapılarında Tahribat Yapan Yangın 
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by the dense and wooden architectural fabric, fires almost periodically destroyed Istanbul’s 

built environment for centuries. “Had it not been for fires, the sidewalks of Istanbul could 

have been paved with gold,” a popular saying went.186 In addition to bringing about death and 

destruction of property, fires also desolated large swaths of urban areas. For the property 

owners, the goal was to rebuild their houses as urgently as possible. For visionaries, fires were 

opportunities to modernize the irregular urban fabric. Indeed, from the mid-nineteenth century 

onwards, fires became catalysts for large-scale urban interventions, which created isolated 

pockets of regularized street networks in the districts of Beyoğlu and Fatih.187 In the 1910s, a 

series of fires destroyed huge sections in the old city, resulting in a cumulative scale of 

destruction that dwarfed the nineteenth century fires. By 1920, one fourth of the old city 

consisted of burnt areas.188 (Figure 12)  

                                                                                                                                                   
ve Afetler,” Türk Sanatı Araştırma ve İncelemeleri – I, (İstanbul: Berksoy Matbaası, 1963), 327-414; Zeliha 
Etöz and Taylan Esin, “Osmanlı Şehir Yangınları, 1914-1918,” Tarih ve Toplum Yeni Yaklaşımlar, 14 (2012), 1-
44.   
186 Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, 1337-1338 (İstanbul: Matbaa-i Bahriye, 1339 [1923]), 398.  
187 Zeynep Çelik, The Remaking of Istanbul: Portrait of an Ottoman City in the Nineteenth Century (Seattle: 
Washington University Press, 1986), 52-67. For a local commentary on Istanbul fires in the nineteenth century, 
see Münif Paşa, “Hârik-i İstanbul,” Mecmûa-i Fünûn, 28 (1864), 148-156. (Republished in Ali Budak, Mecmûa-i 
Fünûn: Osmanlı'nın ilk bilim dergisi : inceleme ve seçilmiş makaleler, (İstanbul: Bilgi Kültür Sanat, 2011), 277-
28.)  
188 Francis Willey Kelsey, “The Burnt Areas of Constantinople and proposal for a city plan,” 164, Art and 
Archaeology 10 (1920), 163-170. 
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Figure 12: Map of Istanbul highlighting the burnt areas circa 1920. (After Kelsey)   

  

 Burnt areas constituted a major theme of local narratives about the urban 

modernization of Istanbul in the early republic. In January 1925, journalist Yunus Nadi 

published an article in Cumhuriyet newspaper, discussing “the problems of Istanbul.” The 

problem number one, he argued, involved the burnt areas: “There are ruins all around the city. 

Fires had been useful to rebuild Istanbul in the past. But this time, one disaster followed 

another and Istanbul could not be rebuilt. Long lasting wars, the decline in people’s income, 

the transfer of economic power from Muslims to non-Muslims all played their roles, and, as a 

result, we see today that especially Turkish Istanbul [i.e. the peninsula] is in dilapidation.”189  

 In the 1920s, the question of rebuilding the burnt areas engendered a dilemma. While 

the urgency of housing crisis entailed the issuing of building permits (either through the 

                                                
189 Yunus Nadi, “İstanbul İçin,” Cumhuriyet, January 26, 1341 (1925).  
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reproduction of the old street network or through its realignment according to a grid pattern), 

the quest for a comprehensive modernization of Istanbul dictated postponing the rebuilding of 

burnt areas until the preparation of a master plan.190 During a meeting of the municipal 

council in 1921, the mayor Celal Bey regretted that the municipality had to issue building 

permits for the burnt areas due to the pressure of the property owners. For the future plan 

would necessarily require many of these houses to be demolished, which would constitute a 

massive expropriation cost. Also, even though the municipality issued building permits for the 

burnt areas, it could not provide basic infrastructure due to its poor budget.191 “Before those 

roads and sewers are implemented,” Celal Bey said, “Istanbul cannot deserve to be called a 

city.”192   

 The rebuilding of the burnt areas took several years. The property owners’s pressure 

forced the municipality to issue building permits for one area after another. The streets were 

realigned according to area-specific grid plans designed by the technicians of the 

municipality, which, due to the absence of a master plan until the late 1930s, engendered 

regularized pockets that unsettled many commentators with their dullness and poor 

connection to one another. Ahmet Haşim, a leading poet, argued that those who knew the 

chaotic state of these neighborhoods before their destruction could take fires as “auspicious 

disasters.” Unfortunately, he claimed, Istanbul wasted a great opportunity. The houses, which 

were built on the burnt areas rather hastily, disturbed the poet from an aesthetic point of view 

for, he argued, they constituted the seed of the “new ugly Istanbul.” Ahmet Hasim concluded: 

“Unlike in other arts, ugliness in architecture can deteriorate the spiritual health of a city for 

generations.”193   

                                                
190 See Chapter 4. 
191 Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, 1337-1338 (İstanbul: Matbaa-i Bahriye, 1339 [1923]), 243-244.  
192 Ibid., 14. Burnt areas also constituted security concerns. Some members, such as Yuvanaki Efendi, reported 
incidents of harassment that took place in these large, barren fields. Ibid., 123-124.  
193 Ahmet Haşim, Bize Göre (İstanbul: Bilge Kültür Sanat, 2013), 40-41.  
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 In the mid-1930s, Istanbul was still full of burnt areas, embarrassing its denizens 

especially when foreigners noticed them. (Figure 13) Some argued that, because a 

comprehensive rebuilding was financially not possible, the municipality should at least 

eliminate the ruins and level the burnt areas. Others, such as Yusuf Ziya Ortaç, co-owner of 

and contributor to the satirical journal Akbaba, criticized those that defended the leveling of 

burnt areas for being oblivious to the fact that these areas were mahalles (neighborhoods) 

with their own social and patrimonial (i.e. historical monuments) context. It is easy to level 

the ruins, Ortaç remarked, but asked what will happen to these contexts that had made the life 

in those neighborhoods possible.194 His remarks on patrimony bring up another challenge that 

the early republican Istanbul had to contend with, the system of charitable endowments.  

 

Figure 13: A foreign traveler mistakens the shanties in the burnt areas for shelters against 
aerial bombardment. Akbaba, August 3, 1935.    
 

 

                                                
194 Yusuf Ziya Ortaç, “İstanbulun Çirkinliği,” Akbaba, April 21, 1938. 



 
 

88 

1.3: Charitable Endowments 

“Each vakıf [charitable endowment] is a government  
With its own laws, officers, and budgets.” 195 
 

 Thus begins the poem Vakıf, written by Ziya Gökalp, the leading sociologist that laid 

the theoretical foundations of Turkish nationalism during the 1910s and 1920s. In this poem, 

Gökalp blames the institution of autonomous charitable endowments, which had constituted 

the backbone of property ownership and urban administration for centuries, for obstructing 

Turkish modernization, and keeping the society at a standstill.196  

 Charitable endowments were predominant in Istanbul. Since the mid-fifteenth century, 

diverse patrons had dotted the Ottoman capital with hundreds of charitable structures such as 

mosques, public baths, and fountains. Each patron tied a number of immovable properties to 

their endowments so as to ensure the maintenance of their charitable structures. Already in the 

sixteenth century, from one fourth to one third of all buildings in Istanbul belonged to the 

vakıf system.197 In 1826, as part of its administrative modernization program, the Ottoman 

state established a Ministry of Charitable Endowments (Evkaf Nezareti, hereafter evkaf, plural 

of vakıf), and transferred all vakıfs to its jurisdiction.198 In Istanbul and elsewhere, the evkaf 

undertook revenue-producing projects such as modern business centers.199 But the 

                                                
195 Ziya Gökalp, Yeni Hayat (İstanbul: İkbal Kitabevi, 1941), 30.  
196 In another poem titled Unity of Budget, Gökalp called for reform in the vakıf institution since a modern state 
could not have two budgets. Ibid., 29.  
197 Stephan Yerasimos, “Les waqfs et l’aménagement d'Istanbul au XIXe siècle,” 43, in Le waqf dans le monde 
musulman contemporain, XIX-XXe siècles, fonctions sociales, économique et politique, Acte de la Table Ronde 
d’Istanbul les 13 et 14 Novembre 1992, ed. Faruk Bilici (Istanbul: IFEA, 1994), 43-49. 
198 Nazif Öztürk, Türk Yenileme Tarihi Çerçevesinde Vakıf Müessesi (Ankara: Türk Diyanet Vakfı Yayınları, 
1995), 69-75; Murat Çizakça, A History of Philanthropic Foundations: The Islamic World from the Seventh 
Century to the Present (İstanbul: Boğaziçi University Press, 2000), 82-86. 
199 A notable example is the Fourth Vakıf Han in Eminönü, criticized by contemporary observers for its 
relatively colossal scale reserved for imperial mosques in the old city. Mehmed Ziya, “İstanbul’un İmar ve 
Tezyini,” 239, İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası, 9, (1925), 236-246. Osman Nuri listed a series of urban 
interventions carried out by the evkaf such as new business centers, transfer of historical monuments from one 
place to another, construction of school buildings and mosques, all of which, he argued, were, in fact, 
fundamental duties of a modern municipality. Osman Nuri, “Belediyecilik,” 143, İstanbul Belediye Mecmuası, 
137-138 (1936), 129-150. 
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overlapping jurisdictions of the ministry and the municipality impaired urban administration 

significantly.  

 The incompatibility between the vakıf institution and modern statecraft had unsettled 

the Ottoman reformers already back in the nineteenth century.200 By the early republican 

period, the discontent with the institution became widespread. Bureaucrats, intellectuals, 

newspapers, and satirical magazines called for a comprehensive reform, if not total 

elimination, of the evkaf, even after the institution was reduced from ministry to general 

directorate in 1924. Ziya Gökalp blamed Ottoman communal autonomies sustained by the 

vakıf system for the failure of Turkish cities to become modern cités.201 For communal vakıfs 

controlled urban services such as water supply, hospitals, and cemeteries, which Gökalp 

argued should be under the jurisdiction of modern municipalities. Gökalp argued that the 

transfer of the vakıf to municipalities was essential to ensure modern urban administration in 

Turkish cities.  

 Many commentators followed Gökalp’s line of argument. Osman Nuri, a senior 

bureaucrat of the municipality and a prolific scholar of municipal administration, contended 

that the vakıf was, first and foremost, a municipal institution, which overshadowed its 

religious and inheritance functions.202 Therefore, he claimed, the foundation of a modern 

municipality back in the nineteenth century had created dualities, confusions, and crises in the 

urban administration of Istanbul. In another article, Osman Nuri blamed the nineteenth 

century reformists for their failure of producing a unified system of urban governance: 

“Tanzimat is known for its creation of dualities, even triple structures, and retaining the old 

                                                
200 Stephan Yerasimos, “Les waqfs et l’aménagement d'Istanbul au XIXe siècle,” 47, in Le waqf dans le monde 
musulman contemporain, XIX-XXe siècles, fonctions sociales, économique et politique, Acte de la Table Ronde 
d’Istanbul les 13 et 14 Novembre 1992, ed. Faruk Bilici (Istanbul: IFEA, 1994), 43-49.  
201 Ziya Gökalp, Makaleler, v. 7 (İstanbul: Milli Eğitim Basımevi, 1976), 128-132.  
202 Osman Nuri, “Belediyecilik,” 130, İstanbul Belediye Mecmuası, 137-138 (1936), 129-150. 
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along with the new.”203 In a series of articles and conferences, Osman Nuri called for the 

dissolution of the evkaf, and transfer of its executive rights and properties to the municipality. 

“Ninety percent of the functions the vakıf administration assume are under the jurisdiction of 

municipalities in modern civilizations,” he claimed in one of these articles.204  

 Echoing Osman Nuri, an article published in Cumhuriyet and republished by the 

Istanbul Municipality Journal in 1928 stated:  

Ottoman monarchy was in a state of legal anarchy. The involvement of the evkaf in 
urban administration after the foundation of the modern municipality led to a highly 
undesirable duality. It is incomprehensible to modern mentality that the evkaf 
administers schools, despite the presence of the Ministry of Education, and water 
supply, despite the presence of the municipality. It is impossible not to regret the time 
wasted on the controversies between the municipality and the evkaf. It is irrelevant 
who is rightful [in these controversies]. This duality is unacceptable. We need to 
distribute the vakıfs [to the relevant institutions] according to their function. [...] If we 
achieve this, we will have been relieved of the burden of discussing the repair of a 
fountain or the opening of a street for months, even years.205 

 

 In a newspaper interview in 1923, Ali Haydar Bey, the first mayor of Istanbul in the 

republican period, also called for reform in evkaf, deploring the chaotic organization of urban 

administration. The large authority of the evkaf was particularly unsettling for the mayor: 

“Whatever you do in Istanbul [is bound to] meet the evkaf administration’s resistance.”206 He 

argued that the municipality should assume the administration of charitable endowments, 

which would in fact be in consistence with the original logic of the vakıf system: the 

construction and maintenance of a city. Transfer of charitable endowments such as cemeteries 

would also bring substantial revenue to the municipality, as much as doubling its budget, Ali 

Haydar Bey estimated.  

                                                
203 Osman Nuri, “Belediye Teşkilatı Karşısında İki Lüzumsuz Müessese,” 66, İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası, 
50 (October 1928), 65-70. 
204 Ibid., 65. In his criticism of the Directorate of Endowments, Osman Nuri recurrently invoked “civilized 
countries” for comparison. For example, he argued that the municipalities should take over mosques in a country 
that proclaimed secularism. His reference was Switzerland, a model for the radical legal reforms of the early 
republic. Ibid., 70. 
205 M. Nermî, “Evkâf ve Beledîyeler,” İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası, 50 (October 1928), 114. 
206 Interview with Ali Haydar Bey published in Tanin, August 25, 1923. [reproduced in Osman Nuri Ergin, 
İstanbul Şehreminleri (İstanbul: İşaret Yayınları, 2007), 880-884 (first published in 1928).] 
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 The municipality and the evkaf clashed on the ground as well. Many urban projects 

throughout the early republican period led these two institutions to sue each other.207 In 

addition, Greek, Armenian, and Jewish communities had each their own charitable 

endowments, which were subject to a separate legal framework defined by the Lausanne 

Treaty of 1923. These so-called minority vakıfs also had court cases against the municipality 

at different times. The most prominent of those cases involved the Surp Hagop Cemetery of 

the Armenian community in Taksim, which lasted throughout the 1930s.208 In these court 

cases, the local press often sided with the municipality, representing the evkaf as an old 

fashioned and backward institution that resisted modernization. A 1930 cartoon features a 

tailor replacing the traditional clothes of a bearded man representing the evkaf with a modern 

suit. The title reads: “The evkaf, the last Asian institution in European Turkey, is being 

reformed.”209 (Figure 14) The reform in question involved the Law on Municipalities issued 

in 1930, which stipulated the transfer of cemeteries from the evkaf to the municipality (water 

resources had already come under municipal jurisdiction in 1926).210 Although conflicts 

                                                
207 BCA 30 10 0 0 190 302 12 225 Başvekalet. “Vakıfların İstanbul Belediyesi’ne Sattığı Ayaspaşa Mezarlığı 
İçin Hakem Kararının Bir An Evvel Uygulanması.” Also see, Burak Çetintaş, “Ayaspaşa Mezarlığı,” Toplumsal 
Tarih, 132 (December 2004), 90-96; Sıla Durhan, “İstanbul Belediyesi ile Vakıflar Arasında Bir Anlaşmazlık: 
Mezarlık Arsaları ve Ayaspaşa Mezarlığı,” Arredamento Mimarlık, 219 (December 2008), 104-114.   
208 The case of Surp Hagop Cemetery is a perfect example of complicated legal conflicts over urban property in 
early republican Istanbul, and of how Ottoman cemeteries intersected the issues of urban modernization, 
municipal administration, and charitable endowments. The Istanbul Municipality claimed the cemetery with 
reference to the Municipalities Law of 1930 that stipulated the transfer of abandoned cemeteries to 
municipalities. It also claimed that Surp Hagop actually belonged to Sultan Bayezid II’s endowment, not the 
Armenian community. In response, the Armenian community submitted Ottoman documents that certified their 
ownership of the cemetery. The court supported the municipalities’ argument, but the community went to a 
higher court. Meanwhile, the Directorate of Endowments joined the case, claiming that if the cemetery belonged 
to Sultan Bayezid II’s endowment, it should be under their jurisdiction, not the municipality’s. The legal 
controversy lasted from 1931 to 1939. Eventually, the municipality and the Armenian community reached an 
agreement. The Armenian community kept an area of 6,000 square meters, on which a number of buildings 
existed, while the rest of the cemetery, an area of 50,000 square meters, came under municipal control. 
Armaveni Miroğlu, “Pangaltı Ermeni Mezarlığı (Surp Hagop Mezarlığı),” Toplumsal Tarih, 187, (2009): 34-38.   
209 Akbaba, 10 February 1930. 
210 Nazif Öztürk, Türk Yenileme Tarihi Çerçevesinde Vakıf Müessesi, 407; “Sular Hakkında Kanun” (Law on 
Waters), number 831, Resmi Gazete (Official Journal), April 28, 1926. Later on, in 1933, Istanbul Municipality 
established a separate office for water management. “İstanbul Belediyesine Bağlı İstanbul Sular İdaresi Teşkili 
Hakkındaki Kanun,” (Law on the Establishment of Istanbul Waters Department under Istanbul Municipality) 
number 2226, Resmi Gazete, 27.5.1933. Article 160 of “Belediyeler Kanunu” (Municipalities Law), number 
1580, Resmi Gazete (Official Journal), April 14, 1930. Also see the specific regulations on cemeteries based on 
the Municipalities Law: “Mezarlıklar Hakkında Nizamname” (Regulation on Cemeteries), Resmi Gazete 
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between the two institutions persisted after 1930, these legal regulations strengthened the 

municipality’s position over the evkaf.  

 

Figure 14: Akbaba, February 10, 1930.   

 

The evkaf was only one rival for the municipality in its search for the full control of 

urban administration and the improvement of its financial resources. Its struggle with 

concessionary companies, whose privileges were a source of endless complaints and 

criticisms by the locals, was equally tough and decisive.     

   

1.4: Concessionary Companies 

 Ten days after the proclamation of the republic, in November 7, 1923, the daily 

newspaper Akşam announced that the Istanbul Municipality would, from then on, receive 

annual payments from concessionary companies that operated key public services in the city 

                                                                                                                                                   
(Official Journal), August 9, 1931. The first article of the regulation emphasized the transfer of the abandoned 
cemeteries as well as those under the jurisdiction of the endowments to the municipality.  
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such as public transportation or water supply: “Until recently, the companies were extorting 

the municipality’s rights instead of subsidizing it, and they were protected by some ministries 

despite all complaints.”211 Indeed, soon after his arrival in Istanbul, Ali Haydar Bey, the first 

republican mayor of the city, renegotiated the terms between the companies and the 

municipality. His rapid improvement of these terms in favor of the municipality brought 

tremendous prestige to the mayor, which was celebrated as a sign of break with the old 

regime.212  

 However, Ali Haydar Bey’s renegotiation brought about only a partial improvement. 

Concessionary companies remained a source of public discontent throughout the 1920s and 

1930s, devouring resources that would have otherwise been channelled into the municipal 

treasury. In fact, these companies had dominated key public services in Istanbul since the 

final decades of the nineteenth century. A major form of foreign investment in the Ottoman 

Empire, concessionary companies had built the infrastructure for water supply, electricity, and 

public transportation, in return for which they had obtained the right to run these services for 

several decades.213 Thanks to the Lausanne Treaty that secured their status in 1923, these 

companies survived into the republican period.214  

                                                
211 “Emanet ve Şirketler,” Akşam, November 7, 1923.  
212 Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, Altıncı Devre-i İntihabiye, İkinci İçtima, 1 Teşrini Evvel 1339-6 
Şubat 1340 (İstanbul: Şehremaneti Matbaası, 1925), 372; Osman Nuri Ergin, İstanbul Şehreminleri (İstanbul: 
İşaret Yayınları, 2007), 883 and 951.  
213 The concessions involved ferry transportation on the Bosphorus, ferry transportation on the Golden Horn, 
tramlines in the European section of Istanbul, tramlines in the Anatolian section of Istanbul, and the mini-
subway, called Tünel. For the most comprehensive account on these companies, as well as others in charge of 
water, electricity, and gas services, see Ali İhsan Öztürk, Osmanlı'dan Cumhuriyet'e imtiyaz usulüyle yürütülen 
İstanbul belediye hizmetleri (yap-işlet-devret uygulaması): (1852-1964) (İstanbul: İstanbul Büyükşehir 
Belediyesi Kültür A.Ş. Yayınları, 2010). For a general overview of concessionary companies in Turkey by 1933, 
see 10 Yılda Türkiye Nafiası, 1923-1333 (İstanbul: Matbaacılık ve Neşriyat Türk Anonim Şirketi, 1933), 5-52.  
214 “XII. Protocol Relating to Certain Concessions Granted in the Ottoman Empire,” Treaty of peace with 
Turkey and other instruments signed at Lausanne on 24th July, 1923, together with Agreements between Greece 
and Turkey signed on January 30, 1923, and Subsidiary documents forming part of the Turkish peace settlement, 
(London: H. M. Stationary Office, 1923), 202-211. Also see, İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası, 101-102 (January 
and February, 1933), 728-734; Öztürk, Osmanlı'dan Cumhuriyet'e, 46-48. 
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 The discontent with the companies was two-tiered. The first was at the popular level, 

and involved the price and quality of services.215 The second was at the 

bureaucratic/professional level, and involved the toll the company took on municipal 

administration. For example, in its proposal for reform in Istanbul’s urban administration, the 

Istanbul Municipal Council argued that, while municipalities in civilized countries own public 

services such as tram, water supply, electricity, and gas, the Istanbul Municipality did not 

control these services.216 A year later, the Istanbul Municipality Journal re-published an 

article by Henri Turot, a member of Paris Municipal Council visiting Istanbul, which had 

originally appeared in İkdam newspaper in 1909.217 In this article, Turot found it outrageous 

that the Istanbul Municipality did not receive any shares from public services, which, he 

argued, were the fundamental sources of a modern municipal treasury. Likewise, in his 

analysis of the first decade of urban administration in republican Istanbul, Osman Nuri 

deplored the current situation, which, he argued, was still a far cry from “the civilized cities” 

where “the municipality either ran those services itself, or shared a substantial portion of the 

profit.”218 Mayors, too, complained about the role of the concessionary companies in keeping 

the municipal budget at an impoverished state. In an interview conducted in 1931, the 

Cumhuriyet newspaper asked mayor Muhittin Bey “why Istanbul could not be modernized.” 

The mayor argued: “Great cities can only be modernized with their own resources. These 

                                                
215 The discontent with the Water Company was particularly intense. Newspapers accused the company for its 
detrimental effects on public hygiene and, as a result, for triggering epidemics in the city. “Allah Aşkına Siz 
Söyleyin!” Cumhuriyet, November 27, 1929.  
216 Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, Altıncı Devre-i İntihabiye, İkinci İçtima, 1 Teşrini Evvel 1339-6 
Şubat 1340 (İstanbul: Şehremaneti Matbaası, 1925),  449.  
217 “Henri Torvi’nin [sic] İstanbul’un Umranına Dair Makalesi,” İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası, 4 (December 
1924), 85-87. While the title of the article reads Torvi, the member of the Paris Municipal Council that visited 
Istanbul in 1909 was, in fact, journalist Henri Turot.  
218 “Cumhuriyet Devrinde İstanbul Belediyesi ve Hususi İdaresi On Senede Ne Yaptı?” İstanbul Belediye 
Mecmuası, 109-110 (September-October, 1933), 4-10.  
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resources are the following: the shares of the concessionary companies, port revenues, 

lotteries etc. We are deprived of all these.”219 

 The local press often published critical coverage and columns regarding popular 

grievances against the concessionary companies.220 They openly called for the nationalization 

of concessionary companies, and criticized the proposals to extend their contracts. The future 

of the city, many observers argued, depended on the elimination of these companies, and 

securing a solid financial and legal basis to the municipality. Yunus Nadi of Cumhuriyet put it 

clearly that the people of Istanbul should have a say over the administration of the 

infrastructure in their own cities: “[The Water Company] never consulted with the people of 

Istanbul in the past. It rather relied on its relations with the state. But we have always 

remarked the following: because the old regime saw the infrastructural works in Istanbul as a 

state affair, the agency of the residents of the city was never recognized. In the republic, 

Istanbul will run its own affairs.”221    

From the 1930s onwards, the Istanbul Municipality gradually took over the 

concessionary companies. The statist turn in Turkish economy during the Great Depression of 

the 1930s engendered favorable conditions for the nationalization of these companies.222 

Deliberate increase in tax rates and massive public pressure orchestrated by the local press 

                                                
219 “Şehir Neden İmar Edilemiyor?” Cumhuriyet, January 9, 1931.  
220 Anti-foreigner overtones characterize these criticisms in both newspapers and official publications. 
Nationalization of concessionary companies is often represented as a correction of Ottoman maladministration. 
For example, an official booklet, published in 1933 to propagate the achievements of the republic abroad, 
accuses the ancien régime of granting concessions only to non-Turks, and denying that Turks also had the 
capacity to run these companies. 10 ans de république: résumé de guide publié, par le Parti républicain du 
peuple à l'occasion du X. anniversaire de la République 1923-1933 (Ankara: Direction générale de la presse au 
Ministère de l'intérieur, 1933), 121. In fact, the government continued to grant concessions to the foreigners in 
the 1920s. It was the statist economic paradigm of the post-1929 period that changed the discourses and 
approaches to the concessionaries in particular and foreign capital in general. İlhan Tekeli, Cumhuriyetin 
Belediyecilik Öyküsü (1923-1990) (İstanbul: Tarih Vakfı Yurt Yayınları, 2014), 70.   
221 Yunus Nadi, “Terkos Su Şirketi,” Cumhuriyet, November 24, 1929. 
222 For the relationship between the nationalization of concessionary companies and the rise of the statist 
economy in the 1930s, see Korkut Boratav, Türkiye İktisat Tarihi 1908-2009 (Ankara: İmge, 2015), 68-69; 
Stefanos Yerasimos, Azgelişmişlik Sürecinde Türkiye, vol. 3 (İstanbul: Gözlem Yayınları, 1974-1976), 1284; 
Roger Owen and Şevket Pamuk, A History of Middle East Economies in the Twentieth Century (London: I.B. 
Tauris, 1998), 17.   
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forced the concessionary companies to negotiate their exit from the Turkish market.223 The 

state transferred them to the municipality one by one in the 1930s and 1940s. Whenever a 

concessionary company was nationalized, the local press covered the news with jubilation and 

in triumphal terms. Commentators called the nationalization as “great news for the city,” “a 

victory in war,” or the transfer to the municipality of “another decrepit company of the 

sultanate period that generated discontent among people.”224 The local press recurrently 

brought up the link between the nationalization of concessionary companies and the 

improvement of the municipal budget. A cover page of the satirical journal Akbaba in 1934 

featured mayor Muhittin Üstündağ, who slaughters two sheep representing the telephone and 

tram companies to put them into a jar labeled as municipal treasury in the background.225 

(Figure 15) The local press expected that the municipality would channel its new revenues to 

the modernization of Istanbul, and many columnists quickly associated news of 

nationalization with the remaking of the city.226 They proved to be right. When the Tram 

Company repaid the state one million seven hundred thousand Turkish Liras as penalty for 

failing to fulfill its duties in 1938, a special law stipulated that this amount was to be allocated 

for the confiscation expenses of the Eminönü Square project and the opening of the Eminönü-

Eyüp coastal way.227   

                                                
223 İlhan Tekeli, Cumhuriyetin Belediyecilik Öyküsü (1923-1990) (İstanbul: Tarih Vakfı Yurt Yayınları, 2014), 
72.    
224 Akbaba, May 26, 1938; Sabiha Sertel, “Bir Harp Kazandık,” Tan, May 19, 1938; İstanbul Şehremaneti 
Mecmuası, 154-155 (July 1937), 615 (respectively).  
225 Akbaba, 12, 22 March 1934. 
226 Zekeriya Sertel, “İstanbul Belediyesi Zenginleşiyor,” Tan, November 10, 1938.  
227 BCA, 30 10 0 0 190 303 8 225. For the text of the Law 3333, see 
https://www.tbmm.gov.tr/tutanaklar/KANUNLAR_KARARLAR/kanuntbmmc018/kanuntbmmc018/kanuntbm
mc01803333.pdf (Accessed November 6, 2015). 
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Figure 15: Akbaba, March 22, 1934.  

  

 In addition to the transfer of the concessionary companies, Istanbul Municipality also 

reinforced its jurisdiction through a series of legal regulations promulgated by the government 

in the 1930s, which included separate laws on municipalities, buildings and streets, public 

hygiene, and confiscation.228 These steps toward legal and financial reform in municipal 

administration laid the groundwork for large-scale urban interventions from the second half of 

the 1930s onwards.229  

                                                
228 “Belediyeler Kanunu” (Municipalities Law), number 1580, Resmi Gazete (Official Journal), April 14, 1930; 
“Umumi Hıfzıssıhha Kanunu” (General Sanitation Law), number 1593, Resmi Gazete (Official Journal), May 6, 
1930; “Belediye Yapı ve Yollar Kanunu,” (Municipalities Buildings and Roads Law), number 2433, Resmi 
Gazete (Official Journal), June 21, 1933; “Belediyece Yapılacak İstimlak Hakkında Kanun,” (Law on 
Confiscations by Municipalities) number 2497, Resmi Gazete (Official Journal), June 4, 1934. For more details 
on legal regulations, see İlhan Tekeli, Cumhuriyetin Belediyecilik Öyküsü (1923-1990) (İstanbul: Tarih Vakfı 
Yurt Yayınları, 2014). For the major legal regulations concerning the Istanbul Municipality in the late Ottoman 
Empire, see Osman Nuri, Mecelle-i Umur-ı Belediye, Volume 3 (İstanbul: İstanbul Büyükşehir Belediyesi, 
1995), 1345-1494.  
229 In his book titled Beledî Bilgiler (Municipal Information), Osman Nuri regrets that the revenues of the 
Istanbul municipality amounted to less than seven million Turkish Liras in 1939. To convey the sense of the 
poverty of the municipality, he invokes the revenues of all Turkish municipalities added together, which 
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Despite all these challenges, and the lack of an urban redevelopment plan, the built 

environment of Istanbul significantly transformed from the early 1920s through the 1930s. 

The physical and symbolic appropriation of the imperial capital into a national city played a 

major role in this transformation, to which I turn below.   

   

2. Appropriations 

 The first few years following the foundation of the Turkish Republic were marked by 

rapid and dramatic changes in Istanbul: population decrease by around 25%; sharp decline in 

the volume of commerce conducted through the port of Istanbul; and the transfer of the 

capital to Ankara, which took a massive toll on Istanbul’s urban economy and human 

capital.230 One consequence of these dramatic changes was a surplus of buildings such as 

Ottoman ministerial buildings, palaces, private mansions, and historical monuments. As we 

will see below, proposals for new public buildings met criticism on the grounds that the city 

had already several buildings without function. Throughout the early republican period, both 

local institutions and residents of Istanbul re-appropriated these buildings into new uses.   

 In addition to Ottoman buildings, urban toponymy also went through processes of 

appropriation during the 1920s and the early 1930s. A comprehensive renaming of the city’s 

streets eliminated those names that evoked non-Muslim memories, effectively transforming 

the plural symbolic landscape of the empire into one that was in tune with the nationalist 

regime’s search for ethno-religious homogeneity. Although the municipality was in charge of 

this project, the residents of Istanbul also claimed agency by petitioning the municipal 

council, and turning the project of street renaming into platforms for broader political 

                                                                                                                                                   
amounted to less than twenty-three million Turkish Liras. This could barely equal the revenues of Marseille 
municipality for the same year. More dramatically, the revenues of the New York municipality was thirty-six 
times higher than the revenues of all Turkish municipalities added together, again for the same year. 
Nevertheless, Osman Nuri says, the revenue of the Istanbul Municipality would soon triple thanks to the transfer 
to the municipality of tram, electricity, subway, and water companies. Osman Nuri, Beledî Bilgiler (İstanbul: 
Osmanbey Matbaası, 1939), 77-78.  
230 See Introduction.  
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struggles. I start the section with a discussion of the different forms of repurposing public and 

residential buildings, and the changing uses and meanings of these spaces. Then, I turn to the 

transformation of the urban toponymy, and the debates over the symbolic landscape of 

republican Istanbul.   

 

2.1: Repurposing Imperial Spaces  

 Repurposing buildings or transferring public institutions from one building to another 

had been a common practice in Istanbul already in the final century of the Ottoman Empire. 

But, especially in the first decade of the early republic, the practice became much more 

intense thanks to a number of residential and public buildings that were available, affording a 

quick and cheap solution to accommodate a plethora of newly founded local and national 

institutions. I explore below four different sources of appropriation that transformed the uses 

and functions of a significant portion of the built environment. The first involves reallocating 

defunct Ottoman buildings to different local and national institutions. The second is the 

repurposing of historical monuments as modern institutions. The third concerns the uses of 

immovable properties that had been abandoned or sequestered by the state as a result of inter-

communal violence during and after the First World War. Finally, the fourth source is the 

dynastic palaces and mansions of the high rank Ottoman bureaucrats, which were tailored as 

both public and residential buildings.     

 The evacuation of large ministerial buildings of the Ottoman government presented a 

vast resource to accommodate several public institutions. Both local authorities and 

representatives called for avoiding new public building projects, arguing that the modest 

municipal budget should, instead, cater to the amelioration of the dire urban conditions. A 

debate that took place at the Istanbul Municipal Council in late 1923 illustrates the local 

perspectives regarding the proposals for new public buildings. One of the council members, 
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Hayrettin Nedim Bey, submitted a formal proposal to build a new hall for the council, one 

that would reflect the honor of the institution “just as in civilized cities.”231 Most of the 

council members found the proposal outrageous. Although he acknowledged the need to build 

a modern city hall, Refik Bey remarked the following:   

But when our hospitals do not have enough beds, and our streets are in deplorable 
disrepair, such a project would be to prioritize the important over the most important. 
(...) If this new building would be to host guests, those guests would have to walk 
through those streets to visit us. (...) When streets are dirty and patients walk around 
the city [due to the lack of beds in hospitals], it would not be proper to construct a new 
building. (...) Because the government moved to Ankara, there are many unused 
buildings in the city. It would be better to demand one of them.232    

 

Other members also intervened in the debate to support Refik Bey. Ziya Molla Bey 

argued that one should complain of the surplus of buildings in Istanbul, not their 

insufficiency. He argued that building a new hall for the council was out of the question given 

the miserable state of the city.233 Saadettin Ferid Bey stated that a new building would mean 

extravagancy and wastefulness at the present moment. He also suggested making use of the 

surplus by turning one of the vacant public buildings into a city hall.234 Eventually, the 

council rejected Hayrettin Nedim Bey’s proposal.     

 Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, local and national institutions vied for the right to 

use Ottoman public buildings. Scores of institutions were transferred from one building to 

another. The Ministry of Education benefited the most from this process, appropriating many 

Ottoman buildings into schools and universities. The most notable example was the vast 

compound of the Ottoman Ministry of War in Beyazıt, which became the main campus of the 

Darülfünun (the University) a year later.235 Also, the schools of dentistry and pharmacy were 

                                                
231 Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, 1 Ekim 1340-29 Ocak 1341 (İstanbul: Şehremaneti Matbaası, 
1926), 290.  
232 Ibid., 291-292.  
233 Ibid., 292-293.  
234 Ibid., 295.  
235 BCA, 6-31-4, “İstanbul'daki Harbiye Nezareti binasının Maarif Vekaleti'ne devri hakkında Bolu Mebusu 
Falih Rıfkı Bey ve arkadaşlarının soru önergeleri.” 17.09.1923. The transfer of the Ministry of War compound to 
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transferred in 1926 from a mansion in Kadırga (Menemenli Mustafa Paşa Konağı) to the 

military stable (originally military guesthouse) in Beyazıt, right next to the former Ministry of 

War compound.236 Another example is the building of the Ottoman Ministry of Public Works, 

which was transferred to Istanbul Directorate of Education in 1927.237 The Ministry of 

Education took over smaller scale buildings as well, allocating, for example, a building of the 

Ottoman Ministry of Finance to Istanbul High School in 1928.238  

 With the transfer of the capital to Ankara, Ottoman military barracks also became 

resources for local institutions. Because the army units that had been based in these barracks 

moved either to Ankara or to new locations in the outskirts of Istanbul, these monumental 

buildings were now to shelter new, predominantly educational, institutions. For example, the 

government allocated the Gümüşsuyu Barracks, located on the slopes of the hill between the 

Taksim Square and the Bosphorus, to the Higher School of Engineering in 1924.239 In the 

same year, the Istanbul Mental Hospital (İstanbul Akıl Hastanesi) moved from its sixteenth 

century building in Üsküdar (Toptaşı Bimarhanesi) to another Ottoman military barracks 

called Reşadiye, in the western suburb of Bakırköy.240 In addition to the barracks, the 

changing function of two other monumental buildings deserves attention. The first is the 

former Ottoman Parliament building in Fındıklı, originally Cemile Sultan Palace, which was 

                                                                                                                                                   
the university necessitated, in turn, the transfer of the army units based in this compound. The actual relocation 
of the university to the former Ministry of War building took place only after the army corps moved to the Saliha 
Sultan Palace in Fındıklı in 1924. The infamous military prison in the compound, known as the Bekirağa Bölüğü 
where pro-independence intellectuals and bureaucrats were detained and executed during the Occupation Period, 
was still to be transferred in 1925, as soon as the repair of subsidiary buildings in the army headquarters in 
Tophane finished. Emre Dölen, Türkiye Üniversite Tarihi 2: Cumhuriyet Döneminde Osmanlı Darülfünunu, 
1922-1933 (İstanbul: İstanbul Bilgi Üniversitesi Yayınları, 2009), 52-55.  
236 Ibid., 56-57. 
237 BCA, 13212, “Eski Nafia Nezareti binasının Milli Eğitime teslimine dair emir,” November 5, 1927.  
238 BCA, 143-28-4, “Lağvedilmiş Maliye Nezareti binasındaki garaj ile bitişiğindeki bir binanın İstanbul 
Lisesi'ne teslim edildiği.” September 12, 1928.  
239 BCA, 1651, “Gümüşsuyu Kışlası, bahçesi ve diğer binalarıyla birlikte Bakanlar Kurulu Kararıyla Mühendis 
ve Kondoktör Mektebine bırakıldığı ve burayı işgal etmekte olan istihkam bölüğünün başka yere nakledilmesi,” 
December 3, 1924. The Higher School of Engineering, subsequently renamed as Istanbul Technical University, 
would take over two other major military buildings (Taşkışla and Maçka) in later years. 
240 BCA, 981-199-11, İstanbul Akıl Hastanesi'nin Makriköy (Bakırköy)'deki Reşadiye Kışlası'na nakli. 
15.10.1924. For the Toptaşı Bimarhanesi that had served for several decades as a mental hospital, see Fatih 
Artvinli, Toptaşı Bimarhanesi, 1873-1927 (İstanbul: Boğaziçi Üniversitesi Yayınları, 2013).   
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allocated to the Institute of Fine Arts in 1926.241 (Figure 16) The second is a colossal neo-

classical building nearby Hagia Sophia, originally intended for the University (Darülfünun) in 

the 1840s, but successively transferred from one institution to another since its completion in 

1863. The building had briefly housed the Parliament during both the First and the Second 

Constitutional Periods (1876-1877 and 1908-1920, respectively), and accommodated the 

Ministry of Finance and the Ministry of Justice. It became Palace of Justice in the republican 

period.242   

 

Figure 16: Cemile Sultan Palace, c. 1919. (SALT Research) 

 Another major building resource was historical monuments. Scores of monuments 

were appropriated for various functions during the early republican period. Most of them were 

medreses (Ottoman theological colleges). When the government abolished the institution in 

                                                
241 BCA, 145-20, “Okul olarak kullanılmak üzere Fındıklı Sarayı'nın Maarif Vekaleti'ne devri.” 12.9.1926; Ebru 
Karakaya, “Türk Mimarlığında Sanayi-i Nefise Mektebi/Güzel Sanatlar Akademisi`nin Yeri ve Restorasyon 
Alanına Katkıları (1883-1960)” (M.A. Thesis, Mimar Sinan University, 2006), 16-18.    
242 Osman Nuri Ergin, Türkiye Maarif Tarihi, v. 1 (İstanbul: Eser Matbaası, 1977), 546; Ekmeleddin İhsanoğlu, 
Darülfünun, Osmanlı’da Kültürel Modernleşmenin Odağı (Istanbul: IRCICA, 2010), 89-95; Emre Dölen, 
Türkiye Üniversite Tarihi 2, 48-49; Afife Batur, “Darülfünun Binası,” Dünden Bugüne İstanbul Ansiklopedisi, 
Vol. 2, 562-563. The building was destroyed by fire in 1933.  
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1924, several medreses went into disuse overnight.243 Repurposed from then onwards, they 

saved the local and national authorities from the expenses of building anew to accommodate 

small scale institutions of critical importance such as public clinics (Kılıç Ali Paşa Medrese), 

museums (Bayezid Medrese and Gazanfer Ağa Medrese), the Milk Bank (süt damlası, 

Mihrimah Medrese in Üsküdar), and birth clinics (Semiz Ali Paşa Medrese).244 Private 

institutions such as the Society of Painters, and the Istanbul Bourse of Commerce and Grains 

also made use of the medreses.245 Subsidiary structures of Ottoman imperial architectural 

complexes (külliye) also proved suitable for appropriation into modern institutions. An 

industrial school used the soup kitchen (imâret) of the Sultanahmet Mosque as a storage.246 

The subsidiary structures of the Süleymaniye complex are emblematic of the extensive use of 

historical monuments to house public institutions in the early republic: its imâret served as the 

Museum of Turkish and Islamic Arts, its hospital as the military publishing house, one of its 

medreses as a library, and its hostel (tabhâne) as the Museum of Carving (Mahkûkât 

Müzesi).247 Even mosques were reappropriated, as in the case of the eighteenth century 

mosque of Kaptan İbrahim Paşa in the district of Süleymaniye, which served as the Istanbul 

University Library storage from 1933 onwards.248  

                                                
243 The Unification of Education Act was a key reform toward secularizing the Turkish state and society. It 
abolished the traditional medrese system, and centralized all educational institutions under the Ministry of 
Education. Eric Jan Zürcher, Turkey, A Modern History (London, New York: I.B.Tauris, 2004), 187; Mete 
Tunçay, Türkiye Cumhuriyeti’nde Tek Parti Yönetimi’nin Kurulması (1923-1931) (İstanbul: Tarih Vakfı Yurt 
Yayınları, 2010), 235-241.  
244 EEKEA, GN 84, Beyazıt Medresesi Tescil Dosyası, 1.6.1947; EEKEA, GN 84, “Maarif Vekilliği Antikiteler 
ve Müzeler Müdürlüğü’ne,” May 6, 1940.   
245 BCA, 192-313-15, “İstanbul'da Zeynep Sultan Camii yanındaki ufak medresenin Ressamlar Cemiyetine 
terkine dair,” November 2, 1925; BCA, 14-32-4, “Bahçekapı Hamidiye Medresesinin İstanbul Ticaret ve Zahire 
Borsası'na kiraya verilmesi,” May 24, 1925; EEKEA, Tescil Fişi 395, “Bahçekapı Hamidiye Medresesi.”   
246 EEKEA, GN 99, “Sultanahmet İmareti Tescil Dosyası.” Also, the Ministry of Education sought to turn the 
imâret of the Nuruosmaniye Complex into a students’ reading hall. BCA, 213-448-1, “İstanbul Nuruosmaniye 
İmarethanesinin Talebe Okuma Evi Yapılmak Üzere Maarif Vekaletine Devri İsteği,” May 15, 1939. 
247 EEKEA, GN 85, Süleymaniye Tescil Fişi; GN 86, “İstanbul valisinden encümene,” April 9, 1934. The 
tabhane had already been used by the military in the final years of the Ottoman Empire. EEKEA, GN 87, 
Süleymaniye Tabhanesi Tescil Fişi, September 11, 1939.  
248 BCA, 192-315-13, “İstanbul'da Kaptanibrahimpaşa Camiinin okuma salonu yapılmak üzere Darülfünuna 
terkinde bir mahzur olmadığına dair Evkaf Umum Müdürlüğü'nün görüşü;” March 20, 1933. 
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 The abandoned or sequestered properties of Armenians and Greeks constituted yet 

another source that met the building needs of early republican institutions in Istanbul. Even 

though the city was excluded from the Greek-Turkish Population Exchange of 1923, and had 

stayed away from the ethno-religious violence of the First World War that had ravaged 

Anatolia, where most of the abandoned properties, emvâl-i metrûke,249 were located, a number 

of Greek and Armenian properties in Istanbul had also been sequestered during and after the 

war. Some of these properties belonged to people who had fled the country, but others were 

endowments and, therefore, their transfer to state hands required a complicated legal 

process.250 Two buildings deserve particular attention because of both their functional and 

symbolic significance. The first is the Sanasaryan Hanı, an Armenian commercial inn located 

in Sirkeci, which was transformed into the Istanbul Security Directorate during the First 

World War and served in this capacity for decades.251 The second is the house of the 

Armenian Kasapyan family in Şişli, where Mustafa Kemal Atatürk had lived in 1918 and 

1919, right before he left Istanbul to lead the national struggle. The Istanbul Municipality 

                                                
249 On the question of abandoned properties (emvâl-i metrûke), see Nevzat Onaran, Emvâl-i Metrûke olayı: 
Osmanlı'da ve Cumhuriyet'te Ermeni ve Rum Mallarının Türkleştirilmesi (İstanbul, Belge Yayınları, 2010). 
There is a rapidly growing body of scholarly literature on ethno-religious violence in the final years of the 
Ottoman Empire, as well as population exchange between Greece and Turkey. I refer only to two books here. 
The first is on the lived experiences of the population exchange: Bruce Clark, Twice A Stranger: How Mass 
Expulsion Forged Modern Greece and Turkey (London: Grnata Books, 2006). The second is on the local 
dynamics of inter-communal violence in northwestern Anatolia between 1912 and 1923: Ryan Gingeras, The 
Sorrowful Shores: Violence, Ethnicity, and the End of the Ottoman Empire (Oxford, New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2009).  
250 The debates and legal controversies over non-Muslim endowments in Turkey are still ongoing. For the 
contested Armenian properties in Istanbul, and the recent legal conflicts between the state and the Armenian 
community, see 2012 Beyannamesi: İstanbul Ermeni Vakıflarının El Konan Mülkleri = 2012 Declaration: the 
Seized Properties of Armenian Foundations in İstanbul (İstanbul: Hrant Dink Vakfı Yayınları, 2012).   
251 BOA, Dahiliye, Umur-ı Mahalliyye ve Vilayat Müdürlüğü, 158/44, “Sirkeci'de Polis Müdüriyet-i Umumiyesi 
ve Ermeni cemaatının emval-i gayr-i menkulesi yanında bulunan Sansaryan Hanı'nın Osmanlı hükümeti 
tarafından istimlak edilmesi fikrinden vazgeçildiği.” 16.C.1337 (March 19, 1919). BOA, Dahiliye, Muhasebe, 
200/39, “İstanbul Polis Müdüriyeti binası olarak kullanılan Sansaryan Hanı'nın kira bedelinin tesviyesi için 
Emniyet-i Umumiye bütçesinin icarat maddesine yeterli meblağın ilave edilmesi.” 8.Ra.1338 (December 1, 
1919). Nevzat Onaran, Osmanlı'da ve Cumhuriyet'te Ermeni ve Rum Mallarının Türkleştirilmesi (1920-1930), 
Emvâl-i Metrûkenin Tasfiyesi II (İstanbul: Evrensel Basım Yayın, 2013), 447-453. The Sansaryan Hanı would 
become the notorious center of detention and torture of political prisoners in the 1940s. Rıfat Bali, Tabutluklar, 
Sansaryan Han ve İki Emniyet Müdürü: Nihat Halûk Pepeyi ve Ahmet Demir (İstanbul: Libra, 2011).  
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acquired the house in 1928, and turned it into the Atatürk Museum in 1942.252 The state also 

allocated some of the sequestered Armenian properties as indemnities to the families of the 

Ottoman officers who had been assassinated in the early 1920s by Armenians. A law that the 

parliament passed in 1926 turned some of the Armenian properties into a form of blood 

money.253 Several shops and houses in Istanbul, notably in Beyoğlu, were transferred to the 

families of twelve leading politicians and bureaucrats, including two top figures of the 

Ottoman government during the First World War, Cemal Paşa and Talat Paşa, whose roles 

during the war cost them their lives by Armenian assassins.254  

 Last but not least, dynastic palaces (saray) and the mansions (konak) of Ottoman 

military and bureaucratic elite accommodated a few public institutions. Although their 

appropriation into public institutions had already begun during the final decades of the 

Ottoman Empire,255 many more konaks and sarays became available following the dynasty’s 

                                                
252 The municipality bought the house from Tahsin Uzer, a former governor of Erzurum. No document has so 
far been located as to how the house passed from Kasapyan family to Uzer. The museum’s narrative neglects the 
period between 1919 when Mustafa Kemal Paşa stayed in this building and 1924 when it passed to Uzer. Nevzat 
Onaran speculates that the Kasapyan house was yet another abandoned property, confiscated by the state and 
sold if not transferred gratuitously to a high-rank bureaucrat. Nevzat Onaran, Osmanlı'da ve Cumhuriyet'te 
Ermeni ve Rum Mallarının Türkleştirilmesi (1920-1930), Emvâl-i Metrûkenin Tasfiyesi II (İstanbul: Evrensel 
Basım Yayın, 2013), 441-443.   
253 Resmî Ceride, p. 405, June 27, 1926, “Ermeni suikast komiteleri tarafından şehit edilen veya bu uğurda 
suveri muhtelife ile duçarı gadrolan ricalin ailelerine verilecek emlâk ve arazi hakkında kanun.” N. 882; Nevzat 
Onaran, Osmanlı'da ve Cumhuriyet'te Ermeni ve Rum Mallarının Türkleştirilmesi, 242-246.   
254 BCA, 27-70-3, “Ermeniler tarafından şehit edilen Urfa Eski Mutasarrıfı Nusret'in varislerine, İstanbul 
Beyoğlu'nda emval-i metrukeden olan hanın bir kısım hissesinin tahsisi.” December 25, 1927; BCA 25-49-8, 
“İstanbul Beyoğlu'ndaki Viçin Hokoçyan'dan kalma dükkan ve arsanın Ermeni komitecileri tarafından şehit 
edilen Cemal Paşa'nın varislerine dağıtılması,” August 30, 1927; BCA, 25-49-19, “Ermeni komitacıları 
tarafından şehit edilenlerden Cemal Paşa'nın Yaveri Nurter Bey’in varislerine, İstanbul'da gayri menkul 
verilmesi,” August 30, 1927.  
255 Osman Nuri remarks that growing number of schools in Istanbul used konaks and houses especially from 
1908 onwards due to the financial impossibility of building anew for so many new schools at the time. It was 
common that schools moved from one building to another because their buildings became subject to fires, 
confiscations, and the danger of collapse. Only two new school buildings were constructed between 1908 and 
1923: the Teachers’ School in Çapa, and the School of Applied Disciplines in Cağaloğlu. Osman Nuri Ergin, 
Türkiye Maarif Tarihi, v. 1 (İstanbul: Eser Matbaası, 1977), 1321-1323. I would also mention two buildings that 
were transformed into public institutions in the final years of the Ottoman Empire. The first is the Zeynep Hanım 
Konak that Sultan Abdülhamid II donated to the Ministry of Education in 1903. The konak later served as 
university until all faculties but the faculty of natural sciences moved to the Ministry of War compound in 1924. 
See Osman Nuri Ergin, Türkiye Maarif Tarihi, v. 3-4, 1260-1262; Oktay Aslanapa, “İstanbul Darülfünun ve 
Üniversite Binaları Tarihçesi,” 41-42, in İstanbul Üniversitesi, Kuruluş, Tarihçe, Teşkilat ve Öğretim Üyeleri, 
Vol. I (İstanbul: İÜ. Edebiyat Fakültesi Matbaası, 1983), 38-47; Emre Dölen, Türkiye Üniversite Tarihi Vol. 2, 
49-52. The second is the Adile Sultan Palace in Kandilli, repurposed as an Imperial Girls’ School in 1916. Ergin, 
ibid., 1428-1429.  
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deportation and the impoverishment of the ancien régime elite after 1922. For example, the 

government allocated the auxillary buildings of the Çırağan Palace in Ortaköy, called Fer'iyye 

Palaces, to the Teachers’ School (Darülmuallimin) in 1924.256 Elite mansions were more 

extensively repurposed into public institutions, and, as the following examples show, they 

fulfilled diverse functions. The Ottoman Prime Minister’s residence (Sadaret Konağı) became 

the residence of the governor of Istanbul governor after briefly serving as an office space to 

handle the population exchange between Greece and Turkey.257 The seaside mansions of both 

Naime Sultan and Hatice Sultan in Ortaköy were turned into orphanages in the first few years 

of the republic following the deportation of members of the Ottoman dynasty, and then into a 

middle school and a primary school, respectively.258 The so-called Red Konak in Cağaloğlu, 

the headquarters of the Committee of Union and Progress that had ruled the empire during the 

First World War, was transferred to the newly founded, pro-government Cumhuriyet 

(Republic) Newspaper.259  

 This traditional house type, konak, did survive into the republic, but in many cases, its 

use changed dramatically. Dispossessed of the power and prestige they had enjoyed before the 

advent of the republic, konak owners became unable to maintain their houses as single-family 

units with several servants. Many of them repurposed their konaks as multiple-family 

residences and rented them by the room. Although it is difficult to trace the functional 

transformation of the konak through primary sources, contemporary literary accounts shed 

some light on their early republican life.260 The memoirs of Aziz Nesin, which we have 

                                                
256 BCA, 9-20-20, “İstanbul'da Bezm-i Alem Kız Lisesi'nin, Darülmuallimin'in bulunduğu binaya ve 
Darülmuallimin'in de Fer'iye saraylarına nakli,” April 3, 1924. 
257 BCA, 9-22-19, “İstanbul Valisi'nin ikametine ayrılan Sadaret Konağı'nın geçici olarak muhtelit mübadele 
komisyonuna toplantı yeri olarak ayrılması,” April 3, 1924.  
258 Mahmut Sami Şimşek, İstanbul’un 100 Yalısı (İstanbul: İstanbul Belediyesi Kültür A.Ş. Yayınları, 2011), 
24-26. 
259 BCA, 10-38-20, “İstanbul'daki Kırmızı Konak'ın Cumhuriyet Gazetesi'ne kiraya verilmesi,” August, 10, 
1924; Emin Karaca, Cumhuriyet’i Anlamak (İstanbul: Altın Kitaplar, 1994), 28-31.  
260 In his analysis of the spatial reconfiguration of residential architecture through memoirs, novels, and poems, 
Hakan Kaynar shows that it was a common practice to rent out konaks as well as smaller houses to multiple 
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discussed above, constitute an invaluable source for the urban and social history of Istanbul in 

the 1920s.261 Nesin vividly describes different types of shared residences of which his family 

rented only a single room, as well as the residential spaces of their neighbors. These shared 

residences ranged from simple houses to old konaks, convents, and medreses (Nesin’s family 

lived in a medrese room of the Süleymaniye Complex for a few months). Nesin’s memoirs 

intimate that not only the Ottoman elites but also the middle and lower classes of Istanbul 

were impoverished due to a decade long of nearly continuous warfare (1912-1922), and the 

numerous fires that deprived many people of their houses.262  

 To sum up, population decrease, contraction of urban economy, and the transfer of the 

capital to Ankara all combined to defer the pressure for the expansion of the city and the 

immediate transformation of the existing urban fabric until the mid-1930s. When the need to 

house a public institution emerged, the first choice on the table was not to build anew, but to 

appropriate an existing building without function. In addition to vacant buildings under state 

control, renting private properties was also an alternative. For example, the Ministry of 

Education proposed to the Prime Ministry in 1927 that the building of the Gaziosmanpaşa 

Middle School in Beşiktaş had to be confiscated in case its owners were not interested in 

renting it, since there was no other appropriate building to accommodate the neighborhood’s 

only middle school.263 Appropriation of early republican Istanbul did not only occur at the 

physical level. The signs and symbols of the city were also appropriated, and this was 

nowhere more visible than on the streets.  
                                                                                                                                                   
families in the early republic. Hakan Kaynar, Projesiz Modernleşme, Cumhuriyet İstanbulu’ndan Gündelik 
Fragmanlar (İstanbul: İstanbul Araştırmaları Enstitüsü Yayınları, 2012), 108-143. 
261 Aziz Nesin, Yol, Böyle Gemiş Böyle Gitmez (İstanbul: Nesin Yayınevi, 2014) (First published in 1966).  
262 The absence of the father during the war and a fire that destroyed their house also impoverished Nesin’s 
family. Many of their landladies were widowed women who subsisted on the rent income of their poorly 
maintained houses. Nesin’s neighbors were usually poor nuclear families and single or divorced people who fit 
to single rooms or tiny flats. The demand for single rooms as a residential unit makes more sense if we consider 
Behar and Duben’s demographic analysis, which demonstrates the contraction of the nuclear family in Istanbul 
from the late nineteenth century onwards. Cem Behar and Alain Duben, Istanbul Households: Marriage, Family, 
and Fertility 1880-1940 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002). 
263 BCA, 143-28-2, Beşiktaş'ta Gazi Osman Paşa Ortaokulu'nun eğitim gördüğü binanın istimlakı için, İstanbul 
Valiliğine müracaat edilmesi gerektiği, November 19, 1927.  



 
 

108 

2.2: Struggles over the Toponym 

 By the 1920s, the streets of Istanbul evoked three layers of memories and identities 

that the new, secular republic abhorred: the House of Osman, the imperial theocracy, and the 

multi-ethnic and multi-religious urban culture. While some streets were named after the 

members of the Ottoman dynasty or Muslim dignitaries, others revealed the historic presence 

of the Greek, Armenian, and Jewish communities. This toponymic regime became a target of 

the 1920s’ revolutionary ethos. The 1927 Law on Street Naming enabled the nation-state to 

claim Istanbul’s urban space by renaming hundreds of streets. However, I do not intend in this 

section to “read” the semiotics of changing street names from the lens of the nation-state 

ideology alone, or, to analyze this process as a mere example of state engineering. Instead, I 

explore the renaming of streets as, first, a process to which the residents of Istanbul actively 

participated, and, second, a contested issue between different local actors. After discussing the 

recent literature on critical toponymy in different post-colonial and post-imperial contexts, I 

will examine a petition submitted to the municipal council by the residents of Şişli, who 

proposed new names for the streets of their own neighborhood. The fact that the petition pre-

dated the 1927 Law shows that, independently of the national and local authorities, these 

residents aspired to erase the memories of non-Muslim and non-Turkish presence in Istanbul, 

and re-appropriate the city’s symbolic landscape from an imperial into a national text. Under 

a sub-section titled “Discreet Voices of Opposition,” I will analyze a specific controversy of 

street naming that pitted Kemalists against their political rivals at the dawn of the Turkish 

Republic. This analysis demonstrates that the renaming of the streets served as an arena in 

which the Istanbul-based opposition to Mustafa Kemal Paşa was played out.   

 Toponymic studies have burgeoned in the past few decades. Scholars have shifted 

from a predominantly etymological and taxonomical analysis of place names to a more 

critical framework. They have explored the “entanglement of language and power,” the social 
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production of place, and the political and ideological restructuring of the urban namescape.264 

Recent critical studies no longer treat the names of streets and public squares in modern cities 

as mere appellations evoking certain memories or the physical characteristics of the place, but 

rather as texts within the national, imperial, colonial, and socialist master narratives.  

 The aftermath of revolutions and regime changes have globally seen the most 

comprehensive re-designations of place names, and, in most cases, these predated large-scale 

urban transformations. The streets of Paris in the 1790s underwent comprehensive renaming 

along revolutionary ideals, ushering in the subsequent revolutionary interventions in urban 

namescapes around the world during the next two centuries.265 Three contemporaries of early 

republican Turkey where drastic regime change took place following the World War I, 

namely the Soviet Union, Italy, and Germany, sought to change streets names according to 

their socialist, fascist, and national socialist programs, respectively.266 To single out one 

example, Katerina Clark shows that the Soviet Regime of the 1930s ascribed a pioneering role 

to literature in building a socialist future, and, accordingly, renamed the major arteries of 

Moscow after literary giants such as Gorky (intersected by another major artery, Marx 

Prospect), Pushkin, and Mayakovsky.267 Likewise, the post-Ottoman cities in the Balkans and 

the Middle East acquired new urban namescapes. From the 1920s on, the street names of 

                                                
264 Lawrence D. Berg and Jani Vuolteenaho, “Towards Critical Toponymies,” in Critical Toponymies: The 
Contested Politics of Place Naming, eds. Lawrence D. Berg and Jani Vuolteenaho (Farnham: Ashgate, 2009), 1-
18; Reuben Rose-Redwood, Derek Alderman, Maoz Azaryahu, “ Geographies of Toponymic Inscription: New 
Directions in Critical Place-name Studies,” Progress in Human Geography 34/4 (2010), 453–470; Kenneth 
Foote and Maoz Azaryahu, “Toward a Geography of Memory: Geographic Dimensions of Public Memory and 
Commemoration;” Journal of Political and Military Sociology 35 (2007), 125–144; Maoz Azaryahu, “The 
Power of Commemorative Street Names,” Environment and Planning D  Society and Space, 14 (1996), 311-330. 
I borrow the term urban namescape from Azaryahu.  
265 Priscilla P. Ferguson, “Reading City Streets,” 390-391, French Review 51 (1988), 386-397.  
266 Rolf Steininger, South Tyrol: A Minority Conflict of the Twentieth Century (New Brunswick, New Jersey: 
Transaction Publishers, 2003), 17-18; Maura Elise Hametz, In the Name of Italy: Nation, Family, and Patriotism 
in a Fascist Court (New York: Fordham University Press, 2012), 78-81; Arseny Saparov, “The Alteration of 
Place Names and the Construction of National Identity in Soviet Armenia,” Cahiers du Monde Russe, 44/1, 
(2003), 179-198; Maoz Azaryahu, “Renaming the Past in Post-Nazi Germany: Insights into the Politics of Street 
Naming in Mannheim and Potsdam,” Cultural Geographies, 19/3 (July 2012), 385-400.  
267 Katerina Clark, Moscow The Fourth Rome, (Chapter 2: Moscow, the Lettered City), (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 2011).  
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cities in western Thrace (Northeastern Greece) that had a deep-rooted Turco-Muslim heritage 

fell out of use in favor of Hellenized names.268 In Bulgaria, where a sizeable Turkish minority 

remained after the Ottoman retreat in 1912, two-thirds of all Turkish place names had 

changed by 1934.269 More dramatically, Palestinian cities and topography witnessed profound 

de-Arabization through renaming along Hebrew identity, both during the British Mandate and 

following the creation of Israel in 1948.270 Scholars of critical toponymy have explored the 

political and ideological ramifications of changing street names in the post-1945 period as 

well, in very different cases as communist Bucharest, post-colonial Algeria, Koumintang’s 

Taipei, and post-independence Singapore.271  

 Critical toponymy of modern Turkey remains a largely unexplored field. Only a 

handful of studies have recently focused on the political and ideological dynamics of 

toponymic appropriations in the republican period.272 These studies differ from the present 

section on the urban namescape of early republican Istanbul in two respects: First, they focus 

on geographical, topographical, and administrative renaming, notably of villages, not on 

urban street names. Second, they tend to present the comprehensive renaming of places in the 

Anatolian countryside almost exclusively as what Kerem Öktem calls toponymic engineering, 
                                                
268 Olga Demetriou, “Streets Not Named: Discursive Dead Ends and the Politics of Orientation in 
Intercommunal Spatial Relations in Northern Greece,” Cultural Anthropology, Vol. 21, No. 2 (May, 2006), 295-
321. 
269 Milenia Mahon, “The Turkish Minority under Communist Bulgaria: Politics of Ethnicity and Power,” 154, 
Journal of Southern Europe and the Balkans Online, 1:2 (1999), 149-162. Also see Mehmet Hacısalihoğlu, 
Doğu Rumeli’de Kayıp Köyler (İstanbul: Bağlam Yayınları, 2008), 146-166.   
270 Meron Benvenisti, Sacred Landscape: The Buried History of the Holy Land since 1948, trans. Maxine 
Kaufman-Lacusta (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000); Maoz Azaryahu and Arnon Golan, 
“(Re)naming the Landscape: The Formation of the Hebrew Map of Israel 1949–1960,” Journal of Historical 
Geography, 27/2 (2001), 178–195.   
271 Duncan Light, Ion Nicolae and Bogdan Suditu, “Toponymy and the Communist City: Street Names in 
Bucharest, 1948-1965, GeoJournal, 56/2 (2002): 135-144; Wenchuan Huang, “Street-naming and the 
Subjectivity of Taiwan: A Case Study of Taipei City,” Asian and African Studies 15/2 (2011), 47–58; Brenda S. 
A. Yeoh, “Street-Naming and Nation-Building: Toponymic Inscriptions of Nationhood in Singapore,” Area, 
28/3 (September, 1996): 298-307; Zeynep Çelik, Urban Forms, Colonial Confrontations: Algiers under French 
Rule (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1997), 183-185.   
272 Kerem Öktem, “The Nation’s Imprint: Demographic Engineering and the Change of Toponymes in 
Republican Turkey,” European Journal of Turkish Studies, 7 (2008) URL: 
http://www.ejts.org/document2243.html; Samim Akgönül, De la Nomination en Turc Actuel: Appartenances, 
Perceptions, Croyances (Istanbul: ISIS, 2006); İbrahim Kuran, “The Practice of Renaming Places in Turkey: An 
Anthropological Perspective on Spatio-temporal Politics” (M.A. Thesis, Boğaziçi University, 2010).  
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a nationalist program to appropriate what used to be a multiethnic, multireligious imperial 

space.273 Sevan Nişanyan, a Turkish Armenian polymath, has carried out the most extensive 

research on the nationalization of place names, and runs a monumental interactive map, Index 

Anatolicus, which includes around fifty thousand entries on the historical toponymy of 

modern Turkey.274 Nişanyan’s studies, as well as those of Öktem and Akgönül, show that the 

Turkification of place names had already been on the political agenda during the World War 

I. Under the aegis of Enver Paşa, Minister of War, who sought to make use of the 

“appropriate [war] time” to implement the changes, place names in the Turkish language 

replaced older ones in Greek and Bulgarian.275 Although his program remained on the agenda 

in the early republican period, and except for a few sporadic attempts, comprehensive 

reappropation of toponymy in the Turkish countryside did not take place until the mid-1950s. 

A third of all place names were changed between the mid-1950s and 1965.276 Most of them 

were of Greek, Armenian, and Kurdish origin.   

Well before the 1950s, the street names of Istanbul were subject to equally far-

reaching interventions along similar political and ideological lines. The extensive changes of 

street names from 1927 onwards display a tendency to appropriate the toponymic regime of 

Istanbul selectively. While the street names that evoked the Turco-Muslim memory of 

Istanbul remained mostly intact, those that referred to the non-Muslim, non-Turkish, and 

multicultural character of the city were subject to replacement. This brings to mind the case of 

German cities after 1945. In his comparative analysis of the politics of street names in 

Mannheim and Potsdam, Maoz Azaryahu argues that two different approaches were at work 

                                                
273 Öktem, “The Nation’s Imprint...” 2.   
274 Sevan Nişanyan, Hayali Coğrafyalar: Cumhuriyet Döneminde Türkiye’de Değiştirilen Yer Adları (İstanbul: 
TESEV Yayınları, 2010); http://www.nisanyanmap.com 
275 Nişanyan, Hayali Coğrafyalar, 41; Öktem, “The Nation’s Imprint,” 19-20. 
276 Nişanyan, Hayali Coğrafyalar, 13.  
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in these cities to de-Nazify the urban namescape.277 While restoring the street names of the 

Weimar period was the guiding principle in Mannheim, Federal Republic of Germany, 

socialist authorities in Potsdam, German Democratic Republic, adopted a more radical 

approach seeking a complete break with the past to turn street names into symbols of the new 

regime. The case of early republican Istanbul falls between these two approaches. In contrast 

to the top-down administrative process that defined the post-1945 toponymy of Mannheim 

and Potsdam,278 the reorganization of the urban namescape in early republican Istanbul 

simultaneously echoed the demands of its Turco-Muslim denizens, and, in the first few years 

of the republic, gave rise to struggles between the Kemalists and their opponents.  

 On August 2, 1925, neighborhood representatives of the Şişli and Feriköy areas, north 

of Taksim, submitted a petition to the Istanbul Municipal Council.279 In this petition, the 

representatives demanded the renaming of several streets in their neighborhoods. Citing the 

government’s policy to get rid of any words and expressions [not necessarily street names] 

that harmed national feelings, they asked the council to consider, examine, and, if appropriate, 

implement their proposals for new street names. The importance of this petition is twofold. 

First, it predates the beginning of the municipality’s extensive reconsideration of street names 

by two years. Second, the proposed names for streets that the neighborhood representatives 

submitted to the municipal council are largely harmonious with the principles that guided the 

municipality’s renaming of streets after 1927.  

 The petition demanded the renaming of twenty-two streets and one neighborhood. It 

clearly targeted the non-Muslim identity of the area. Şişli and Feriköy had emerged in the late 

nineteenth century as prestigious neighborhoods inhabited, predominantly, by Ottoman 

Greeks and Armenians, as well as Levantines and European expatriates. Although they were 

                                                
277 Maoz Azaryahu, “Renaming the Past in Post-Nazi Germany.”  
278 Ibid., 396.  
279 Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, Altıncı Cilt, 10 Mayıs 1341-17 Şubat 1926, (İstanbul: 
Şehremaneti Matbaası, 1927), 212-213.  
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gradually outnumbered by Muslims from the mid-1920s onwards, these communities 

remained sizable throughout the early republican period. In light of this, it seems clear that the 

Muslim inhabitants of Şişli and Feriköy who signed the petition were calling for the erasure 

of the memories of their non-Muslim neighbors still physically present in the area.  

 Most of the original names listed in the petition unambiguously evoked non-Muslim 

presence. As in the case of the French Cemetery Avenue, Armenian Church Avenue, Russian 

Street, and Greek Church Street, many referred directly to the ethnic and religious identities. 

Some street names consisted of Greek words, such as Ayazma (holy spring), Marya (a species 

of animal), and Tatavla (stable). One name referred to a foreign family name, Bomonti (the 

name of the Swiss brothers who had founded the first beer factory in the city in 1890). Only a 

few original street names in the list such as Boyacıoğlu, Davudoğlu, and İskenderoğlu streets 

denoted Turco-Muslim identity.   

The proposed street names fell under two categories. The first group was based on the 

memory of the recent War of Independence and the features of the new political regime: 

Cumhuriyet (Republic), Hakimiyet-i Milliye (National Sovereignty), İstiklal (Independence), 

Sakarya (a province where a critical battle took place during the War of Independence), Halas 

(Emancipation), and Millet (Nation). The second group alluded to two major strands of 

nascent nationalist ideology, namely the Central Asian origins of Turks and the Turkish 

presence in Medieval Anatolia: Turan (the homeland of Turkic people in Central Asia, and a 

metonym for Pan-Turkist ideology), Özbek (after the Uzbeks), Altay (after the mountain 

range in Central Asia), Alparslan (an eleventh century Seljukid sultan who paved the way for 

the eventual Turkish conquest of Anatolia by defeating the Byzantines in 1071), and 

Kılınçarslan [sic] (after four sultans who ruled the Seljukid State of Rum in Anatolia between 

the eleventh and thirteenth centuries). Two proposed names made clear reference to Muslim 
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expansionism: Cihadiye (relating to the holy war) and Fütühat (conquests). Finally, a few 

names in Turkish such as Kuyu (well) and Doğan (falcon) had no clear political implications.   

 The municipal council passed the petition on to a sub-committee for evaluation. When 

the municipality published a modern city guide in 1934, no street had been renamed after the 

suggestions in the Şişli/Feriköy petition.280 As we will see below, a plan to rename all the 

streets of Istanbul was already on the table at the time of the petition submission, and it seems 

the municipal authorities preferred a reconsideration of all street names rather than a 

piecemeal revision. Whether or not anyone went back to this petition in the process of 

renaming the streets of Şişli and Feriköy two years later is unclear, but this does not make it 

any less relevant for our purposes. For a comparison of the proposed names in the petition and 

the actual names assigned to the same streets later on reveals that both the Şişli and Feriköy 

representatives and the municipality sought a similar toponymic regime: one that was 

“purified” of non-Muslim and non-national names, and represented the ideals of the new 

republican regime. For example, the petition had proposed the pan-Turkist name of Turan for 

former “Russian Street,” a clear reference to the quest to unify with the Turkic people of 

Central Asia. The municipality assigned the same street the name “Turkish Gentleman” (Türk 

Beyi), and renamed the neighborhood Bozkurt (the mythical grey wolf that guided the Central 

Asian Turks out of a trap in the Ergenekon Epic, the founding myth revered by pan-Turkist 

circles).281 Another example was the French Cemetery Avenue, which, instead of İstiklal 

(Independence) that the petition proposed, was renamed Ergenekon Avenue. Tatavla Avenue 

was not renamed as Hakimiyet-i Milliye (National Sovereignty) as the residents had 

demanded, but as Kurtuluş (Liberation), a name with very close connotations. Finally, the 

                                                
280 İstanbul Şehri Rehberi (İstanbul: Matbaacılık ve Neşriyat Türk Anonim Şirketi, 1934), map 18.   
281 For the Ergenekon Epic, see Talat Halman, Rapture and Revolution: Essays on Turkish Literature (Syracuse: 
Syracuse University Press, 2007), 12. References to Central Asia were popularized during the early republic, 
reflecting the Pan-Turkist strand of Turkish nationalism. Theories on the Central Asian origins of modern Turks 
were officially endorsed by the state from the 1930s onwards. For Pan-Turkism during the early republic and 
beyond, see Jacob M. Landau, Pan-Turkism, From Irredentism to Cooperation (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 1995)  
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municipality renamed Armenian Church Avenue, Şahadet (Martyrdom), a word with 

implications of religious war. Two years earlier, the Şişli/Feriköy residents had proposed for 

the same avenue, Cihadiye, which implied a very similar meaning. Some suggestions listed in 

the petition found their way in neighborhoods other than Şişli and Feriköy. One was Altay 

(mountain range in Central Asia), given to a street in the western neighborhood of 

Karagümrük. Another was Özbek (Uzbek). While no street used to be called as Özbek before 

1927, the 1934 City Guide shows two streets named after the Özbek identity, both in the old 

city.282 

 It was the first census in republican Turkey in October 1927 that initiated the 

renaming of Istanbul’s streets. Six months before the census, the parliament had passed a law 

that required all municipalities to assign numbers to buildings, and to name the streets.283 The 

law was to help carry out the census effectively, and obtain statistical data on the building 

stock of Turkey. Every municipality would have two months to complete the task, except 

Istanbul Municipality, which had three months due to its immensity and the complex nature 

of its urban environment. Camille Jacquart, the Belgian demographer who led the Turkish 

Central Statistics General Directorate between 1926 and 1929, monitored the entire process, 

with a specific interest in Istanbul. But it was Osman Nuri, a senior municipality bureaucrat 

and prolific scholar on municipal history, who, with the help of 160 employees, carried out 

the enormous task of naming more than six thousand streets and assigning numbers to more 

than a hundred thousand buildings. He personally examined every single street name, and 

renamed several of them.  

                                                
282 İstanbul Şehri Rehberi, 108; Erol Ölçer, Şehir Sokak Hafıza: Kuyulu’dan Biçki Yurdu’na Osman Nuri 
Ergin’le İstanbul Sokak Adları (İstanbul: Zeytinburnu Belediyesi Yayınları, 2014), 255. In this book, Ölçer 
published Osman Nuri’s list of old and new street names, which will be a major source of reference below.  
283 “Binaların Numaralanması ve Sokaklara İsim Verilmesi Hakkında Kanun,” Resmi Gazete (Official Journal), 
587, April 20, 1927.  
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 In his assessment of street names in Istanbul, Osman Nuri followed the instructions set 

forth by the Ministry of Interior.284 The instructions encouraged the preservation of names 

that were “appropriate” and “in harmony with local habits.” Further instructions clarified the 

ambiguity of these two criteria. The street names could not be funny, obscene, and “non-

national” (gayr-ı milli). The municipal authorities would automatically replace those names 

with others referring to local and national histories, or specific characteristics of the street in 

question. These instructions set the tone of Osman Nuri’s mission to transform the urban 

namescape of Istanbul.   

 Before going further into the political and ideological ramifications of the search for a 

new toponymic regime, it is crucial to note that the regulation of street names did not cater 

exclusively to the republican/nationalist quest to appropriate the urban space at the symbolic 

level. Combined with the assignment of numbers to each building, the project also aimed to 

turn Istanbul into a rationally organized space. Just as the nation-wide census carried out in 

1927, through which the state sought detailed data about its human capital, the renaming of 

streets and assignment of numbers to buildings were meant to bring order to the chaotic urban 

environment, making it more accessible and penetrable for various purposes such as taxation, 

postal services, and municipal services. The program left little room for equivocacy and 

confusion. One of its chief purposes was to prevent the use of a name for more than one 

street. Istanbul notoriously abounded with several streets bearing the same name: There were 

twenty-three “Well (Kuyu) Street,” thirty “Bakery (Fırın) Street,” forty-eight “Fountain 

(Çeşme) Street,” and eighty-two “Mosque (Cami) Street.”285 At the end of the renaming 

process, there remained at most one street by each of these names. The others either 

completely changed or became individualized, as in, for example, a Camii Street becoming 

Hobyar Camii Street, or a Hamam Street becoming Çavuş Hamamı Street.   

                                                
284 Ölçer, Şehir Sokak Hafıza, 24-25.  
285 Ibid., 49.  
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 The symbolic and administrative reorganization of the urban environment also 

targeted the neighborhood unit. The number of neighborhoods in Istanbul was around 600 by 

1927. Some of them consisted of only a few streets and a mosque. The exact borders of the 

neighborhoods were unclear in many cases. In Osman Nuri’s words, the government, 

municipality, and similar institutions would immensely benefit from a rational organization of 

neighborhoods separated by clear borders.286 At the end of the reorganization process that 

started in 1927, the number of neighborhoods reduced from around 600 to less than 200. Even 

though only few new names were coined for neighborhoods, the combination of a couple of 

neighborhoods into one inevitably resulted in the oblivion of more than two thirds of 

neighborhood names. In combining multiple neighborhoods into one, the principle was to 

name the new neighborhood after the one that had the largest area and number of buildings. 

However, these two criteria did not always overlap. Istanbul was still full of huge fire stricken 

areas, and, as a result, it was not rare to see large neighborhoods with only a few buildings.  

Preference of one neighborhood name at the expense of another, hence one memory over 

another, often triggered controversies at the General Council of the Istanbul Governorate, the 

body that carried out the spatial reorganization of administrative structure in Istanbul.287 As 

we will see shortly, the renaming of streets proved even more controversial. Because the 

elimination of non-Muslim memory from the urban space was a top priority in the 

reorganization of the symbolic landscape, all street names that evoked non-Muslim presence 

in Istanbul were replaced by either neutral names or names that explicitly referred to the 

Turkish and Muslim identities. For example, eight streets that bore the name Greek (Rum) and 

seven streets that bore the name Armenian (Ermeni) were all erased from the urban 

                                                
286 Ibid., 56.  
287 The council worked extensively on the reorganization of neighborhoods in 1927. The question of which 
neighborhood name would be preserved during the combination of multiple neighborhoods usually triggered 
debates. Historical monuments, specifically mosques, often proved decisive during these debates. For instance, 
two neighborhoods in Eminönü were named Ahi Çelebi and Rüstempaşa on the historical significance of the 
mosques founded by these two patrons in fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, respectively. İstanbul Vilayeti Meclisi 
Umumisi Zabıtnamesi (İstanbul: İstanbul Vilayet Matbaası, 1927), 208 and 217-219.  
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namescape.288 Some of the old names were blatantly Turkified as in the case of Armenian 

Garden (Ermeni Bostanı) Street renamed as Turkish Garden (Türk Bostanı) Street. Others 

catered to the same logic of nationalization only more subtly, as in the case of Greek Church 

Street, renamed Lala Şahin Street, after a fourteenth century Ottoman statesman. More 

generally, the renaming process wiped out any generic non-Muslim name, be it of a street, 

square, or area. Many of them were named after specific sites. 43 began with Church (Kilise), 

23 with Holy Spring (Ayazma, from the original Greek) and 18 with Saint (Aya, from the 

Greek, Hagia), such as Aya Nikola and Aya Yorgi. Finally, several streets bearing the names 

of non-Muslim individuals were replaced by properly national names: for example, 

Konstantin Street was renamed Mehmetçik (a popular term for soldiers in Turkish army). 

Some names sought phonetic similarity with the old, instead of blatant nationalist symbols, so 

as to make the transition easier for the inhabitants: Sarı (Yellow) Aleksi (a Greek name) 

Street in Taksim was renamed as Aksi (Turkish word for opposite, or bad-tempered) Street.  

 Two examples will help stress the vigour of the ideological motives behind the 

elimination of non-Muslim names from the toponymic regime of early republican Istanbul. 

The first involves a street in the Fener neighborhood, called Petrikapı Street (literally Street of 

the Petri Gate, after a nearby city gate), which ran along the Greek Orthodox Patriarchate. 

Following the Ottoman conquest of Constantinople in 1453, the patriarchate had left its 

historic seat, Hagia Sophia, and, after residing in three different churches, ended up, around 

1600, at the Church of Saint George in Fener. Two centuries later, the most dramatic event in 

the modern history of the Patriarchate took place. This was in 1821, at the height of the Greek 

Uprising that led eventually to the foundation of an independent Greek Kingdom. Accusing 

the Patriarch Gregory V of making little effort to quell the rebellion, the Ottoman government 

executed him at the entrance door of the Patriarchate. To perpetuate the memory of the 

                                                
288 Unless otherwise stated, the reference to the old and new street name comparisons is Osman Nuri’s list 
published in Ölçer, Şehir Sokak Hafıza, 147-454. 
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execution, the Patriarchate turned the door into a lieu de mémoire, and keeping it sealed ever 

since.289 When in the early republic Petrikapı Street was renamed, it became Sadrazam Ali 

Paşa Street after the grand vizier who had ordered the Patriarch’s execution. What this 

provocative gesture would mean for the Patriarchate and the Greek inhabitants of early 

republican Istanbul needs no explanation.            

 The second example involves a debate that took place in 1930 at the Istanbul 

Municipal Council, renamed as Istanbul General Council in the same year. As we recall, 

Osman Nuri was then in charge of renaming streets and neighborhoods. His suggestions often 

led to debates and negotiations at the council. One such debate revolved around the name of 

the neighborhood that included the Sultanahmet-Ayasofya area. The new neighborhood had 

been redelineated as a combination of five former and smaller neighborhoods. Contrary to the 

principle of naming the new neighborhood after the largest of the combined ones, Osman 

Nuri proposed a new name, Ayasofya (Hagia Sophia), after the celebrated mosque (originally 

a Byzantine cathedral) that was within the neighborhood. One would expect that the council 

members would unanimously embrace this proposal. After all, was not Hagia Sophia the most 

prestigious mosque for the Ottomans ever since 1453? It was, in fact, highly regarded by the 

republican regime as well, as its “secularization” and transformation into a museum four years 

later, in 1934, testifies. At the time, however, it took one municipal council member, İsmail 

Sıtkı Bey, to spurn Osman Nuri’s choice, asking: “Ayasofya could be a historical name but 

what is its relationship with Turkishness?” He proposed instead the name Alemdar (standard-

bearer) for the new neighborhood, which was eventually adopted.290 This example illuminates 

the nationalist mindset that shaped the new urban namescape in Istanbul, one that was 

adamantly intolerant of any name that would evoke a non-Muslim presence in the city. The 
                                                
289 For how the trauma of the Greek rebellion transformed both the Ottoman state and the Greeks of Istanbul 
into new modes of coexistence, see Christine Philliou, Biography of an Empire: Governing Ottomans in the Age 
of Revolution (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2011) (for the execution of the patriarch Gregory V, 
whom the Ottomans had deposed first to avoid executing a patriarch in office, see 72-73).   
290 T.C. İstanbul Umumi Meclisi 1930-1931 Zabıtnamesi (İstanbul: Belediye Matbaası, 1931), 105.  
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record of this short debate does not tell us more, but, in all likelihood, the Byzantine origin of 

the building, and the etymology of the word Ayasofya as a Turkified version of the original 

proved distressing for the Turkish inhabitants of early republican Istanbul, at least for İsmail 

Sıtkı and the council members that quickly concurred. No name reminiscent of the non-

Turkish history of the city and its quintessentially multi-religious urban culture, was 

unacceptable in the new symbolic landscape of Istanbul. Even Ayasofya.   

 While the republican regime’s quest to marginalize non-Turkish/non-Muslim 

communities reflected in the new toponymy of Istanbul, its secular agenda’s key component, 

keeping religion within the private sphere, did not. The memories of Islamic establishments 

survived the toponymical reordering during the early republic. Even though the medrese 

institution was abolished in 1924, for example, the streets named after specific medreses were 

not subject to renaming. The same applied streets named after Mullahs (Molla) Streets and a 

Sheikh-ul-Islam (Şeyhülislam) Street. As far as streets bearing the names of the Ottoman 

sultans were concerned, the principle that street names could not be duplicated was usually 

observed, though the names of specific sultans were completely eliminated. For instance, of 

three streets originally named after the sixteenth century sultan Süleyman I, only one 

remained. Conversely, all Aziziye Streets, after the sultan Abdülaziz (r. 1861-1876), were 

renamed. Different names were assigned to nine streets that evoked the sultan Abdülhamid II 

(reigned 1876-1909), archenemy of the secular nationalist movement. Only one Hamidiye 

Street survived in Eminönü, but it referred to Abdülhamid I (r. 1774-1789), who had founded 

charitable endowments in the area.  

 A more radical approach to purge the urban environment of the memories of the 

Ottoman dynasty involved changing the names of primary schools. In 1926, the Istanbul 

governorship eliminated all the primary school names, and assigned them numbers instead. A 

report of the governorship stated that while some schools bore the names of respected figures 
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such as Selahaddin Eyyubi, the twelfth century Muslim ruler of Egypt and Syria, and 

Barbaros Hayreddin, the sixteenth century Ottoman admiral, many others were named after 

Ottoman sultans and their female relatives, or, as the report put it, “despots and their women, 

concubines, and slaves.”291 “The people’s republic,” the report continued, “feels the spiritual 

need to erase and forget these names that remind the sultans’ concubines and the men and 

women of despotism.”  

 Members of the Council of Istanbul Governorate, who were denizens of Istanbul just 

as the members of the Istanbul Municipal Council, had mixed feelings about this decision. 

Some of them proposed being selective when erasing imperial memories. One of the council 

members, Ali Seydi Bey brought up the issue during the first meeting following the 

declaration of the decision. He endorsed the idea of eliminating the names of “dissolute 

sultans” and their freed slaves, “some of whose origins and nationalities were unknown,”292 

but objected to the elimination of the names of historical figures whose services the nation 

gratefully remembered. He cited several names, including those of Sokollu Mehmed and 

Köprülü Mehmed (sixteenth and seventeenth century grand viziers, respectively), Ebussuud 

(sixteenth century şeyhülislam), Nedim (eighteenth century poet), and Namık Kemal 

(nineteenth century literary and political figure known as the poet of the homeland and 

liberty, vatan ve hürriyet şairi). Ali Seydi Bey claimed the elimination of their memories 

would be of disrespect to national history. Another council member, Kazım Şinasi, was more 

vocally critical. He asked whether Turkish citizens did not have the right to be proud of their 

great men.293 No one had the right to erase from collective memory the name of a man who 

had served the country, he added. Even when the founder of a school was a sultan, Kazım 

Şinasi argued, the name of the founder could not be removed from his own charitable 

                                                
291 İstanbul Vilayeti Meclisi Umumisi Zabıtnamesi (İstanbul: Hilal Matbaası, 1341), 50-51. 
292 Ibid., 100-102.  
293 Ibid., 435. 



 
 

122 

structure. He gave the example of France where many schools were named after French 

rulers. Despite these objections, the replacement of school names with numbers did take 

place. A midway to appease the critics was found, however: a plate stating the school 

founder’s name, or the “name of the great man” after whom the school used to be called, 

would be hung on a wall inside the school building.  

 All these debates took place during the first few years of the republic when it was still 

very obscure which periods and figures of Ottoman and Turkish history would be glorified or 

condemned by the new regime. It was obvious that the new official narrative would glorify 

some figures such as Namık Kemal. But others, such as Nedim who represented the Tulip 

Age (1718-1730), a period that represented both cultural and artistic achievements, and the 

“decline” of the Ottoman Empire, still needed time to pass the appropriateness test. The 

Director of Education in Istanbul, Nail Reşid Bey, who was in favor of hanging plates in 

recognition only of the founders but not the “great men” put it clearly: “We see no merits in 

the preservation or re-designation of names that are not founders of charitable structures and 

endowments; those names that, despite having been respected once, may be taken to represent 

despotism in three or five years. For we see these [attitudes vis-à-vis specific historical 

figures] change frequently. Today, many names have changed. Tomorrow, they can change as 

well. So can they later on.”294 In this context, un-naming schools by numbering them was the 

most neutral, quickest, and debate-free method. It effectively fulfilled the most urgent 

requirement, that is, the erasure of the memories of the ancien régime. What should replace 

them was a later question. Around the mid-1920s, the nascent republican regime was to be yet 

fully established politically, ideologically, and historiographically. So was the respectability 

and memorability of several notable figures of the national history.  

                                                
294 Ibid.  
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 It is important to note, however, that radicalism in the politics of memory in early 

republican Istanbul was confined to primary school names. When Haydar Bey,  a member of 

the Council of Istanbul Governorate that was in charge of the administrative reorganization of 

neighborhoods, proposed the same approach of numbering be adopted for neighborhoods the 

other members of the council swiftly rejected the proposal.295 For some such as Cemil Bey,  

this was a bad idea and would turn Istanbul into a more confusing city. By referring to the 

disorderly urban organization, Emin Ali Bey said it would be impossible to find 

neighborhoods after numbers “in this miserable city.”296 The neighborhoods of Istanbul 

continued to be called after names, while, as we have seen, two thirds of the neighborhood 

names went into oblivion.  

  

2.2.1: Discreet Voices of Opposition  

 Unsurprisingly, the city administration glorified the founders of the republic, who 

were also heroes of the Independence War. Although I have not located any source suggesting 

that there was a fixed principle, Osman Nuri’s list of around 6,000 street names, both old and 

newly constructed, clearly shows that the names of the founders were reserved for the newly 

opened streets. The street that was named after Mustafa Kemal Paşa, for example, was the 

single most important and largest thoroughfare built in the early republican period.297 Another 

new street, which led to a major gate of the walled city, was named after Fevzi Paşa 

[Çakmak], Chief of Staff (1921-1944) and a revered hero of the War of Liberation.298 A new 

street in Beyazıt was named İsmetiye, after İsmet Paşa [İnönü], Prime Minister under 

Atatürk’s presidency (1923-1924, 1925-1937), and Second President of Turkey (1938-1950). 
                                                
295 İstanbul Vilayeti Meclisi Umumisi Zabıtnamesi (İstanbul: İstanbul Vilayet Matbaası, 1927), 217-219.  
296 Ibid., 219. 
297 The naming of Mustafa Kemal Paşa Street (later Atatürk Boulevard) was not exempt from debates. See this 
chapter below.   
298 Istanbul Municipal Council accepted the proposal to name the street after Fevzi Paşa in January 28, 1925. 
Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, 1 Ekim 1340-29 Ocak 1341 (İstanbul: Şehremaneti Matbaası, 1926), 
837-838.   
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Another new street, along the Anatolian coast of the Bosphorus connecting Üsküdar and 

Beykoz, was named after Recep Bey [Peker], a major who fought in the war and served as 

Minister of Interior, National Defense, and Public Works under several governments since 

1924 (he served as Prime Minister between 1947 and 1948).299 The case of Refet Paşa Street 

stands out as a perfect example of how quickly the local administration updated street names 

according to changing political dynamics. Also a war hero, Refet Paşa’s name had been given 

to a street in Büyükada in the first few years of the republic. But he fell from grace in 1926 

(he was accused of being involved in the aborted attempt to assassinate President Mustafa 

Kemal Paşa), and his name was taken down.300    

 The lively and contentious political scene of the pre-1926 period was reflected in the 

processes of naming streets. An illuminating example was the controversy over the naming of 

a street in Beyazıt after Fethi Bey, a politician and close companion of Mustafa Kemal Paşa, 

which merits an in-depth discussion for it encapsulates, at once, issues of critical toponymy, 

municipal autonomy, and early republican struggles over urban space. In addition to being 

close to the president, Fethi Bey was also a leading politician in his own right. He had served 

as a minister and prime minister in several cabinets in the 1910s (before the rise of Mustafa 

Kemal Paşa) and 1920s. The controversy over his name occured in early November, 1923, a 

week after the declaration of the republic on October 29, a critical step for Mustafa Kemal 

Paşa to solidify his sway over the country, which, however, ended up alienating his opponents 

further. Fethi Bey had just been elected as the Speaker of Parliament on November 1. He had 

served as Prime Minister from mid-August to late October, and worked with the first 

governor-cum-mayor appointed by Ankara, Ali Haydar Bey. The latter, who quickly earned 

                                                
299 Recep Bey sent a letter to the Istanbul Municipal Council and thanked for the glorification of his name. 
According to the letter, it was the residents of the area that proposed the idea of naming the street after Recep 
Bey. Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, Altıncı Cilt, 10 Mayıs 1341-17 Şubat 1926 (İstanbul: 
Şehremaneti Matbaası, 1927), 210. However, neither İstanbul Şehri Rehberi nor Osman Nuri’s list of old and 
new street names in Ölçer’s book includes this street. The Üsküdar-Beykoz Street is named differently in 
different sections in the district maps of İstanbul Şehri Rehberi of 1934.    
300 The new name of the new street was Nevzat Bey. Ölçer, Şehir, Sokak, Hafıza, 409.  
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respect in Istanbul for improving the municipal budget and for his hard work, attempted to 

name a new street in Beyazıt after Fethi Bey in recognition of his support to the municipality 

during the previous two months. This suggestion sparked a major controversy at the Istanbul 

Municipal Council on the day the street was to be inaugurated.      

 The controversy over the Fethi Bey street began with a proposal by two members of 

the council, Hayrettin Nedim Bey and Velid Bey. Hayrettin Nedim Bey was a bureaucrat, 

archivist, and historian, who had briefly served as the mayor of Istanbul in 1920.301 While he 

kept a relatively low profile during the debate, Velid Bey, a more prominent figure, led the 

debate with his bitter, uncompromising, and belligerent style. A leading journalist who had 

studied law in Paris, Velid Bey owned the daily newspaper Tevhid-i Efkar (Union of 

Opinions) and penned its editorial at the time.302 During the period of two governments 

(1920-1922) when Istanbul was under allied occupation, namely, the Istanbul Government in 

favor of collaboration with the occupiers and the defiant Ankara Government leading the War 

of Liberation, he vocally supported the latter. Velid Bey, who was based in Istanbul at the 

time, was also an active member of an underground organization in charge of smuggling 

people and weapons to Anatolia to support the national movement. The Ankara Government 

granted him a Medal of Independence in recognition of his contributions in 1922. Following 

military victory, however, disagreements within the nationalist movement came to the fore. A 

conservative by heart defending the preservation of “national values” and a gradual 

transformation of the society, Velid Bey firmly opposed the radical reforms to which Mustafa 

Kemal Paşa was hinting at the time.   

 In the February 1923 Elections for the Istanbul Municipal Council, which was the first 

post-war confrontation between the Kemalists and their opponents, Velid Bey led the 
                                                
301 For Hayrettin Nedim’s biography and his short tenure as a mayor, see Osman Nuri, İstanbul Şehreminleri 
(İstanbul: İşaret Yayınları, 2007) (first published in 1927), 696-710.  
302 Ziyad Ebuzziya, “Velid Ebuzziya,” in Türkiye Diyanet Vakfı İslam Ansiklopedisi, İSAM, İstanbul, 2013, 
371-373; Bengül Bolat, “Milli Mücadele Taraftarlığından Cumhuriyet Karşıtlığına Velid Ebüzziya,” Çağdaş 
Türkiye Tarihi Araştırmaları Dergisi, XIV/28 (2014-Bahar/Spring), 149-174. 
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strongest anti-Kemalist organization, the so-called Mim Mim Group.303 He was elected to the 

council as a representative of Makriköy district, a western suburb, and actively monitored 

municipal administration led by the mayor, who was a government bureaucrat. Velid Bey was 

against the idea of a republic on the ostensible grounds that it was too early for Turkey to 

adopt this regime; in fact, he thought a republican regime would function as a veil to cover 

Mustafa Kemal Paşa’s one-man-rule. During the weeks that followed the declaration of the 

republic on October 29, his Tevhid-i Efkar led a campaign against the new regime, publishing 

articles and interviews with those who broke up with Mustafa Kemal Paşa after the military 

victory. It was under these circumstances that the debate over Fethi Bey Street took place on 

November 7.   

 In their proposal, Velid Bey and Hayreddin Nedim Bey argued that the mayor Ali 

Haydar Bey arbitrarily named the Fethi Bey Street, and that naming streets was under the 

council’s jurisdiction.304 They urged the council to act immediately and rename the street 

before it was inaugurated as Fethi Bey Street. Expanding upon their proposal, Velid Bey 

argued that the mayor’s action infringed on the right of the Istanbul Municipal Council to 

name streets, reminding that the mayor was only a bureaucrat who could be appointed to a 

different post any time, whereas the council was the real representative of the people of 

Istanbul. In addition, he claimed, if one were to name a street of Istanbul after a figure from 

the national government, there were many other people worthier of this honor than Fethi Bey. 

If the council did not intervene immediately, he continued, a highly undesirable precedent 

would be set and mayors would sideline the council by designing street names according to 

their own wills. Hayreddin Nedim Bey, who was milder than Velid Bey, also argued that it 

                                                
303 Asaf Özkan, “Dersaadet’ten Vilayete Geçiş Sürecinde İstanbul Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Seçimleri, 
1922-1923,” Ankara Üniversitesi Türk İnkılâp Tarihi Enstitüsü Atatürk Yolu Dergisi, 55, (Güz 2014), 243-276.  
304 Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, Altıncı Devre-i İntihabiye, İkinci İçtima, 1 Teşrini Evvel 1339-6 
Şubat 1340 (İstanbul: Şehremaneti Matbaası, 1925), 247-262.  
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was unacceptable to sideline the representatives of the people of Istanbul from the process of 

naming streets.305   

 The political context that informed the struggle over Istanbul’s street names at that 

particular moment is worth noting. 1923 was a time of unease on the part of anti-Kemalist 

circles. In response to the growing power of the Kemalists, the anti-Kemalists in the council 

cherished the municipal autonomy of Istanbul more jealously than ever.306 Hayreddin Nedim 

Bey and Velid Bey’s proposal to preserve the council’s right to name streets reflected the 

anxieties of those who sought municipal autonomy vis-á-vis Ankara’s growing authority. 

Velid Bey’s opposition to Fethi Bey seems to be less of a personal attack on the Speaker of 

Parliament than a carefully articulated challenge to the nascent regime as a whole. Unable to 

declare unambiguously that he objected to the glorification of his Kemalist opponents, Velid 

Bey contrived a hierarchy of those who served the country and the city in which Fethi Bey 

would have ranked below many others, and was thus undeserving of a street named after him. 

With skillful rhetoric and a pugnacious demeanor, he turned the issue into a small battle and 

sought a symbolic victory over the Kemalists at a time when he was running an equally 

carefully articulated campaign in his newspaper against the recent declaration of the republic.  

 In fact, the location and significance of the street would have perfectly fit to Fethi 

Bey’s rank in Velid Bey’s hierarchy. Although not a totally off-track backstreet, Fethi Bey 

Street was not prominent either.307 Located between two major arteries, Ordu and 

Şehzadebaşı, it was not even long enough to connect them, originating from the former and 

ending at another side street before reaching the latter. What was unknown to Velid Bey at the 

time was that, in only a couple of years, two new thoroughfares in proximity to the street that 
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would constitute the backbone of Istanbul’s street network would be named after two pillars 

of the Kemalist state: the President Mustafa Kemal Paşa, and his Chief of Staff Fevzi Paşa.  

 In their proposal, Velid Bey and Hayreddin Nedim Bey demanded urgent negotiation 

of the matter. Necati Bey, a council member, claimed it was too late: either the street had 

already been inaugurated, or it was about to be. A name change at this point, he added, would 

disgrace both the municipality and Fethi Bey. In response, Velid Bey argued it was 

unthinkable to worry about the grace of a person, even if it were someone higher than Fethi 

Bey, when the grace of a city of one million people was at stake. He explicitly deployed 

Kemalist rhetoric in his struggle against Kemalists, bringing up the concept of national 

sovereignty. Velid Bey averred that the representatives of the people of Istanbul could not 

accept the mayor’s fait accompli, which undermined their own rights. His rhetoric was 

contagious. Cafer Fahri Bey, another member, called the council to protect its rights from the 

arbitrariness of an individual. “We are enlightened men,” Cafer Fahri Bey postulated, “lets 

know our rights and protect them. We can only forgo if we do not have any rights.”308 

 As it turned out, the Istanbul Municipal Council did not have jurisdiction over street 

names. During the second session of the day, convened under the presidency of the mayor 

who had been summoned by the council to discuss Fethi Bey Street, Ziya Molla Bey, another 

council member, declared that they were not entitled to name streets. Having kept silent so 

far, Ziya Molla Bey added it was actually under the jurisdiction of the General Council of 

Istanbul Governorate.309 Ziya Molla Bey’s intervention was conclusive in legal terms, but the 

debate was not over. In his opinion, many street names in Istanbul were unsettling, but one 

had to revise such names as Tanaş, a non-Muslim name, and not Fethi Bey, a hero who had 

been serving the country since the Constitutional Revolution of 1908. The mayor Ali Haydar 

                                                
308 Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, Altıncı Devre-i İntihabiye, İkinci İçtima, 1 Teşrini Evvel 1339-6 
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Bey agreed, reminding the council of Fethi Bey’s help in solving many problems of Istanbul. 

Some members stated that the issue was well understood, and proposed to switch to the next 

issue in the program.  

 However, Velid Bey refused to give up. A lawyer by education, he claimed that if 

there existed no clear legal statement, the council’s right to name streets could be understood 

by implication (sarahat yoksa delalet suretiyle). Because it was the council that authorized the 

municipal budget for the construction of new streets, it should also enjoy the right to name 

those streets. As far as Fethi Bey was concerned, Velid Bey proposed that if service to the city 

was the criterion, the street had to be named after Ali Haydar Bey who physically carried out 

the service, not Fethi Bey who appointed him. As he became petulant to the point of accusing 

the mayor of flattering his superior, Velid Bey lost the support of the members of the council. 

Despite his fuss on the grounds that he was denied the right to speak, after in fact delivering 

several long speeches, the session was concluded and some members took their leaves to 

attend the inauguration of the Fethi Bey Street. Unrelenting as always, Velid Bey covered the 

debate in his newspaper the next day.310 Through a highly selective account of the actual 

debate, which excluded the decisive fact that the right to name streets did not belong to the 

council, the unsigned coverage accused Ali Haydar Bey of illegally bypassing the council to 

impose his own will, and of fleeing the chamber once he was in a difficult position to defend 

himself. It also accused Ziya Molla Bey of defending the mayor with “some legal pretexts” 

that were incomprehensible to everyone. Ziya Molla Bey’s “legal pretexts” had, in fact, 

convinced an overwhelming majority of the council. The battle for the Fethi Bey Street was 

already over. Velid Bey lost a battle he had instigated himself.    

 By the mid-1920s, the urban namescape of Istanbul had significantly changed. The 

new toponymic regime had obliterated the non-Muslim presence, and, to a lesser extent, the 
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Ottoman dynastic past, particularly the last few sultans, from collective memory. 

Nevertheless, most street names, especially those that evoked Muslim memories, remained 

intact. Had this whole process taken place around the mid-1930s, at the radical phase of the 

republican reforms and at the height of the secularist ethos, would the toponymy of early 

republican Istanbul have followed a different path, erasing Muslim memories as well? This 

remains an intriguing counter-factual. It is important to note the parallelism between how the 

state and people of Istanbul imagined the new toponymic paradigm of the city. The petition of 

Turkish/Muslim residents from Şişli demonstrates the shared concern to nationalize the urban 

space at a symbolic level. While the debates at the Istanbul Municipal Council reflected larger 

political struggles in the first few years of the republic, it is crucial to note that the agency of 

the local residents was at the forefront. As we will see in the next section, local agency also 

informed the debates over urban interventions from the beginning of the republican period 

onwards.   

 

3. Interventions 

 Despite the absence of large-scale urban projects, a few important urban interventions 

did take place in Istanbul during the first half of the early republic (1923-1936). Public 

buildings, high-rise apartment buildings, public statues, and two main thoroughfares left a 

notable mark on the city. The first part of this section focuses on architectural developments. 

It deals with the issues of form and style only tangentially; rather, it explores the debates that 

surrounded the projects for public buildings, and modernist residential architecture. In the 

second part of the section, I examine two projects for public statues that symbolically claimed 

the urban space for the republican nation-state. Finally, I turn to the beginnings of the Atatürk 

Boulevard project in the 1910s and 1920s, and discuss the debates over the naming of this 

largest thoroughfare opened during the early republic. In all these projects, the active 
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participation of city residents through criticism, negotiation, funding, and resistance played a 

crucial role.     

 
 
3.1: Architectural Ventures  
 
 As we have seen, Istanbul’s surplus of public buildings largely enabled the local and 

national authorities to defer projects for new ones during the 1920s and 1930s. There were, 

however, three notable projects for newly founded municipal institutions, whose spatial 

requirements precluded the use of the existing buildings: a modern slaughterhouse and two 

enclosed markets for wholesalers and retailers of fruits and vegetables. The debates over these 

projects revolved around three themes: public hygiene, urban aesthetics, and urban 

administration. I will examine these debates by starting with the slaughterhouse project 

(inaugurated in July 1923 by Ali Haydar Bey, the first mayor appointed by Ankara), and then 

turning to the projects for two enclosed markets. Finally, I will briefly talk about the advent of 

international modernism in early republican Istanbul, and popular reactions to modernist 

residential architecture.   

 In nineteenth century Europe, the relocation of slaughterhouses and tanneries to the 

margins of cities became a standard practice of modern urbanism and a key requirement for 

public hygiene.311 The idea of a modern slaughterhouse also emerged in Istanbul during the 

nineteenth century following the establishment of the municipality in the 1850s.312 The 

location of slaughterhouses and tanneries intra muros had already been a source of concern in 

the Ottoman Empire well before the nineteenth century.313 In Cairo and Aleppo, for example, 
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there were attempts to push them toward the margins of the urban area.314 But, in nineteenth 

century Cairo, slaughterhouses intra muros still constituted a challenge for the municipal 

administration, which controlled and inspected them on the grounds of public hygiene.315 In 

Istanbul, the first tanneries had been established back in the fifteenth century in the Yedikule-

Kazlıçeşme area, right outside the western wall, where they remained well into the mid-

twentieth century.316 While there existed many slaughterhouses around these tanneries, many 

others operated in the midst of residential and commercial areas, which provoked growing 

public dissatisfaction by the early decades of the twentieth century.   

 The first concrete attempts to build a municipal slaughterhouse in Istanbul dated back 

to the Second Constitutional Era (1908-1920). In 1912, the municipality organized a 

competition, and entrusted the project to a French company.317 But, the project never started 

because of the outbreak of the First World War, which enabled the Ottomans to annul the 

concession, whose terms, they later thought, were unfavorable. In 1919, the mayor Cemil 

Paşa had a new project prepared by leading Turkish architect Vedat Bey.318 Located in 

Sütlüce on the northern shores of the Golden Horn, the slaughterhouse project was carried out 

by the Turkish entrepreneur Manizade Hacı Hüseyin Efendi. While the municipality hoped to 

finish the project in one year, it ended up taking four years.  

 The slaughterhouse project triggered debates and criticisms in the newspapers and the 

municipal council. One criticism leveled against Cemil Paşa was that, instead of entrusting 
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315 Khaled Fahmy, “An Olfactory Tale of Two Cities: Cairo in the Nineteenth Century,” 176 and 179, in 
Historians in Cairo: Essays in Honor of George Scanlon, ed. Jill Edwards (Cairo: The American University in 
Cairo Press, 2002), 155-187.  
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the project to municipality’s own architects, he employed Vedat Bey, a freelance architect, 

which cost an additional six thousand liras.319 Another criticism involved the location of the 

slaughterhouse. Critics argued that all five foreign companies that had participated the 1912 

competition had proposed the area between Yedikule and Bakırköy, not far from the 

tanneries, which would be the most convenient location for multiple reasons: easy 

transportation of animals from the sea and western regions alike, effective distribution of meat 

all around the city, and favorable winds which would have protected the city from the 

inevitable stench.320 There were also those who defended Cemil Paşa’s project. Rıza İsmail 

brought up a comparison with Europe, where, he argued, slaughterhouses adhered to high 

artistic standards; therefore, he continued, the involvement of Vedat Bey, a prestigious and 

experienced architect, was very appropriate.321 Moreover, a slaughterhouse along the Golden 

Horn was not out of place because the area, just as the Yedikule-Bakırköy section, had 

already gone through industrialization since the late Ottoman Empire.322 

 The issue of hygiene stood at the center of the debates over the slaughterhouse in the 

Municipal Council and the local press. Private slaughterhouses around the city were a source 

of perpetual complaint from the inhabitants of Istanbul. Murad Bey, a member of the 

municipal council, brought up the ones in Tophane that released unbearably noxious smell.323 

Arguing with reference to scientists that unhygienic meat was a source of many diseases, he 

proposed the elimination of all private slaughterhouses around the city. While raising revenue 

for the municipality was also an important theme, according to many members of the 

municipal council, it was public hygiene that necessitated the slaughterhouse project. A 
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doctor by profession, one of the best known of his generation, the mayor Cemil Paşa himself 

declared he was proud of pioneering the project to provide healthy meat to the city.324  

 Provision of healthy meat was one advantage of the municipal slaughterhouse. 

Another was clearing the city of the sight, sound, and smell of private slaughterhouses as well 

as flocks of animals navigating through the streets. A contemporary resident of the city 

grumbled about the mud leaping up on the face or clothes of the passerby from the shepherd’s 

crook, the moos of animals, bulls attacking people, and, the slaughtering of animals in 

manners “intolerable from the point of view of science, hygiene, and reason.”325 The 

movement of animals and their slaughtering in the streets of Istanbul, an age-old practice, was 

repugnant to the modern urban citizens of the 1920s. Both the aesthetics of the modern city 

and public hygiene required the disappearance of animals and their butchers from sight. But, 

in the eyes of city representatives, the slaughterhouse should be a modern building with 

modern infrastructure. When the project stalled due to insufficient funds and the resistance of 

private slaughterhouse owners, some members of the municipal council defended the idea of 

renting military buildings for the slaughterhouse, but others opposed this idea, arguing that 

this would only reproduce the conditions of “oriental” practices.326   

 The improvement of public hygiene and urban aesthetics was a shared concern for the 

residents of Istanbul, but the location of the slaughterhouse right next to the Golden Horn, a 

long and narrow bay, raised environmental concerns. According to Cafer Fahri Bey, a 

member of the municipal council, moving to the new complex before the completion of 

proper infrastructure could be disastrous.327 Reminding that the depth of the Golden Horn was 

only half to one meter in the vicinity of the complex, and that there was no stream to purify 
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the water continuously, he warned that the debris of animals could soon fill up the bay. Also, 

he added, blood would cover the entire bay, something that often happened in Tophane 

despite the Bosphorus being much deeper than the Golden Horn. The stench of the bay would 

soon drive out the inhabitants of the coastal areas. The issue of the debris originating from the 

rivers merging with the Golden Horn had already been of concern independently of the 

slaughterhouse. A year earlier, the municipal council had had to tackle this problem, when it 

became so serious that ferries could no longer anchor in some stations along the Golden Horn. 

However, financial constraints had precluded the municipality from attacking the problem.328  

 A large group of bureaucrats, members of the municipal council, and members of the 

national parliament were present at the inauguration ceremony of the municipal 

slaughterhouse on July 12, 1923. A top priority for the recently appointed mayor Ali Haydar 

Bey, the slaughterhouse was expected to provide healthy meat to the people of Istanbul, and a 

hefty revenue to the impoverished municipal budget. A fairly successful institution, the 

slaughterhouse fulfilled both expectations. By the late 1920s, its contribution to the municipal 

budget amounted to 1,800,000 Turkish liras. That this amount was equal to all the municipal 

revenues combined at the time of Ali Haydar Bey’s appointment illustrates both the financial 

significance of the institution and the penury of the municipal budget.329 Equally importantly, 

on the day of the inauguration of the municipal slaughterhouse, all private slaughterhouses in 

Istanbul were shut down. At the inauguration ceremony, the municipal veterinarian celebrated 

their elimination, stressing that private slaughterhouses in the middle of residential 

neighborhoods, next to holy mosques, or in touristic locations “had constituted an 

embarrassing sight vis-à-vis both friends and strangers.”330  
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 The municipal slaughterhouse connected the final years of the Ottoman Empire with 

the first few years of the republic not just because of its construction spanning both periods. 

Also, with its semi-spherical domes, wide roof overhangs, and pointed arches, the Municipal 

Slaughterhouse was a typical National Architectural Renaissance building, the Ottoman 

revivalist style also known as First National Architecture, which dominated the 1910s and 

1920s.331 (Figure 17) The architect of the slaughterhouse, Vedat Bey, had actually pioneered 

the National Architectural Renaissance more than a decade ago. Based on a reinterpretation of 

Ottoman and Seljuk forms for modern public buildings, the National Architectural 

Renaissance continued to inform new public buildings until the late 1920s, when it began to 

give way to modernism.     

 

Figure 17: The Sütlüce Slaughterhouse (Atatürk Library)    

 

 Public architecture in this period was not ambitious in scale. It catered mostly to urban 

institutions that could not be accommodated in buildings inherited from the Ottoman Empire 
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for practical reasons. The municipal slaughterhouse was one of them. Enclosed markets for 

both wholesale and retail trade of fruits and vegetables, called hal (from the French Halles), 

were another. Issues of public hygiene, urban aesthetics, and municipal revenue also informed 

the idea of bringing together the trade of fruits and vegetables under one roof. During the 

early republic, two hals were built, one in the Anatolian and another in the European part of 

Istanbul. The first was the Kadıköy Hali in the Anatolian part. Inaugurated in 1928 in a 

typical National Architectural Renaissance style, the Kadıköy Hali was designed by an Italian 

architect, U. Ferrari. (Figure 18) The project was entrusted to a French company called 

Orient Public Works Enterprises (Şark Teşebbüsât-ı Nafia). The Istanbul Municipality 

Journal boasted in its coverage of the foundation ceremony in September 1925 that the 

project was all about progress and prosperity. Emin Bey, the mayor at the time, remarked the 

market would allow the municipality to control the food trade, both wholesale and retail.332 

Another major aim of the project was to transfer the trade of fruits, vegetables, meat, and fish 

from the traditional street shops concentrated in the so-called çarşı (market) area to this 

modern and hygienic structure. The Istanbul Municipality Journal also covered the 

inauguration of the building three years later, and stated that the market would “save this 

beautiful, orderly, and elaborate district from the dirt, debris, and smell of vegetables, fruits, 

meat, and fish,” and bring “public hygiene, cleanliness of science, and regularity.”333 
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Figure 18: Kadıköy Hali (Photograph: Author) 

  

 However, the project ended in a fiasco. The merchants of fruits and vegetables resisted 

moving in due primarily to the location along the shore, which was far from the çarşı, the 

street market, by a third of a mile. Proponents of the project had not calculated the persistence 

of deep-rooted culture of street markets, and people’s reluctance to leave them for a modern 

and hygienic building off their accustomed track. Architect Zeki Sayar argued that design 

failures also played a role in failing to attract merchants.334 The press condemned the project 

and its patron, former Mayor Emin Bey, demanding to convert the building for bureaucratic 

use so that the municipality’s expenses were not totally wasted.335 The building remained 

empty for ten years, served as a market between 1937 and the end of the 1970s, and, finally, it 
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was first abandoned, and then repurposed into conservatory cum theater hall, still serving in 

these capacities and constituting an essential element of Kadıköy’s urbanscape.336  

 When another hal was under construction in Eminönü in the mid-1930s, many people 

were worried about whether it would share the same fate as the Kadıköy Hali. The merchants 

of fruits and vegetables criticized the municipality for not consulting with them about the new 

building, whose shops, they argued, were too small for the trade.337 Mayor Muhittin Bey 

categorically refused to take into account the criticism of the merchants, who, he argued, had 

been exploiting retailers for a long time. He found it outrageous that the merchants, who 

operated in an unhygienic building at the time, did not like the new building, designed 

according to the results of detailed studies. Asım Süreyya Bey, a municipality bureaucrat, also 

criticized the merchants, who, he argued, sought to avoid the effective system of price control 

they would be subject to in the new building.338 He rejected the comparison with the Kadıköy 

Hali, which originally aimed to attract retailers but failed due to the presence of a well-

established street market nearby. In contrast, Asım Süreyya Bey continued, the İstanbul Hali 

would only accommodate wholesalers, who were already operating in a different, 

nonscientific (gayrifennî) building. He also defended the small scale of the shops, stressing 

that the trade was based on quick sales, not storage, to avoid the decay of fruits and 

vegetables.    

 Istanbul Hali was designed by the architects in the scientific commission of the 

municipality, and was inaugurated in 1935.339 According to Namık Erkal, the specific location 

of the hal along the Golden Horn was an invaluable plot for the municipality, since it was 

outside the jurisdiction of the Istanbul Wharf, Docks, and Warehouse Company, a foreign 
                                                
336 The Municipal Slaughterhouse was also abandoned in the 1980s. Instead of conversion, it was demolished 
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2000s. See, for example, Korhan Gümüş, “Sütlüce Unutuldu mu?” Radikal 2, March 26, 2006.  
337 “Yeni Hal Dedikoduları,” Cumhuriyet, June 24, 1934.  
338 Ibid.  
339 Belediye Fen Heyeti, “İstanbul Sebze ve Meyve Hali,” Arkitekt, 55-56 (Temmuz-Ağustos, 1935), 191-198.    
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concessionary company.340 In contrast to Kadıköy Hali, a National Architectural Renaissance 

building, İstanbul Hali was designed along modernist lines. Erkal argued that the building 

combined modernist design with classical plan, reminiscent of arcaded and covered eastern 

bazaars in general, and the neighboring Egyptian Bazaar (1664) in particular.341 (Figure 19)  

 

Figure 19: İstanbul Hali (After Arkitekt)   

 

 In addition to İstanbul Hali, only a few modernist public/corporate buildings were 

constructed in the early republican period. Two of them were located in the peripheries of the 

city: the Mecidiyeköy Distillery (1931), the only building designed by the leading French 

modernist architect Robert Mallet-Stevens in Turkey (Figure 20); and the Presidential 

Summer House in the western suburb of Florya (1936), which, standing above the sea on 

pilotis, was a daring experiment by Seyfi Arkan, the most faithfully modernist Turkish 

architect of his generation. (Figure 21) Within the city, the Fındıklı neighborhood featured 

two notable modernist buildings. One was an early work of architect Sedad Hakkı, a 

Corbusean office building for SATIE (1934), an electricity company. (Figure 22) The other 
                                                
340 Namık Erkal, “Odunkapı Pazarı’ndan Sebze-Meyve Hali’ne: Erken Cumhuriyet Dönemi’nde İstanbul 
Keresteciler Rıhtımı’nın Mekansal Dönüşümü,” 90, in Cumhuriyet’in Mekanları, Zamanları, İnsanları, eds. 
Elvan Altan Ergut and Bilge İmamoğlu (Ankara: Dipnot Yayınları, 2010), 81-106.  
341 Ibid. 92.  
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was the 13th Primary School (1935) designed by George Débes, a French professor of 

architecture teaching in Istanbul at the time.342 (Figure 23)  

 

Figure 20: The Mecidiyeköy Distillery (Docomomo Archive)     

                                                
342 This interesting building had long been neglected in histories of architectural modernism in Turkey until Ali 
Cengizkan brought it to the attention of scholars via a short monograph: Ali Cengizkan Modernin Saati, 
(Ankara: Boyut Yayın Grubu, 2002) (“İstanbul Fındıklı 13. İlkokul: ‘Modern Mimarlığın Beş Noktası’ ve Bir 
Uygulama,” 101-117).  
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Figure 21: Presidential Summer House (After Meclis Haber Dergisi) 

    

 

Figure 22: SATIE, Fındıklı. (After Arkitekt)   
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Figure 23: 13th Primary School (After von Rummel, 1952)  

 

 Modernist public/corporate buildings were few in number, but several apartment 

buildings and villas made modernism more visible in the city from the early 1930s onwards. 

Therefore, we track popular receptions of modernism via the representations of residential 

architecture. The advent of high-rise apartment buildings had already begun during the final 

decades of the Ottoman Empire, and accelerated during the 1920s in the Taksim area and its 

environs, specifically in Ayaspaşa, Nişantaşı, and Şişli.343 While the apartment buildings of 

the 1920s had followed their Ottoman predecessors with their historicist and Art Nouveau 

designs, the 1930s witnessed the mushrooming of modernist apartment buildings. Mostly 

designed by a new generation of Turkish architects, modernist apartment buildings received 

                                                
343 For the emergence of apartment buildings in Istanbul in the nineteenth century, see Ayşe Derin Öncel, 
Apartman: Galata'da yeni bir konut tipi (Istanbul: Kitap Yayınevi, 2010). Esra Akcan’s book explores, through 
theories of translation, the role of Turco-German exchanges in the formation of the culture of modern housing in 
early republican Turkey: Esra Akçan, Architecture in Translation: Germany, Turkey, and the Modern House 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2012). For a catalogue of residential architecture between 1923 and 1940, see 
Derya Özakbaş, “Cumhuriyet Dönemi (1923–1940) İstanbul Konut Mimari” (M.A. Thesis, Mimar Sinan 
Üniversitesi, 2007).   
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wide coverage in Mimar/Arkitekt, as well as in many non-professional journals that 

propagated for the transformation of domestic spaces along modernist lines.344 

 Modernist forms were subject to, at once, a steadily increasing demand from upper 

middle classes and a relentless criticism in local press. For contemporary cartoonists, the 

unorthodox designs of modernist buildings constituted an invaluable theme to revisit almost 

on a regular basis, often with a contemptuous tone. One cartoon features two men speaking in 

front of a typically modernist house, the owner and his friend. The friend asks whether the 

owner could give him the plan of his house. In response to the owner’s question whether the 

aim is to build the same one, the friend says: “No... I am planning to visit you one of these 

days, so I should start examining the plan to figure out where the entrance is.”345 (Figure 24) 

In another cartoon, a group of sparrows fly over Istanbul, but cannot recognize the city 

represented by Corbusean villas with their horizontal windows and open terraces. They go 

wistful for the old city of houses with bay windows and large eaves.346 In popular culture, the 

term cubic (kübik) stood for both modernist architecture for its queer forms, and 

contemporary avant-garde art for its inaccessibility to the uncultivated masses.347    

                                                
344 Sibel Bozdoğan, Modernism and Nation Building, Turkish Architectural Culture in the Early Republic 
(Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2001), 193-234.  
345 Akbaba, December 9, 1937. The joke about the difficulty of finding the door of kübik buildings was a 
recurrent trope in contemporary cartoons. Another example involves a cartoon featuring two men speaking in a 
balcony of a modernist apartment building. One of them praises cubic architecture: “One can slip away until the 
creditor finds the door.” Akbaba, April 11, 1935. Precisely the same joke can be found in a cartoon published in 
Yedigün, 149, 1936 (via Sibel Bozdoğan, Modernism and Nation Building, 235.)  
346 Akbaba, April 7, 1938. Modernist apartments also featured extensively in cartoons, often in reference to 
greedy and immoral real estate developers or as backgrounds to superficially Europeanized human figures. For 
an example, see Akbaba, August 20, 1937. The outrageously expensive rents of flats in apartment buildings also 
figured frequently. Akbaba, March 10, 1938.   
347 For cubic controversy in architecture see Sibel Bozdoğan, Modernism and Nation Building, 234-237, Sibel 
Bozdoğan and Esra Akcan, Turkey: Modern Architectures in History (London: Reaktion Books, 2012), 84-90. 
Anti-modernist attitudes also targeted avant-garde poetry. For example, satirical journal Akbaba attacked the 
Garip movement of the 1940s, branding it as Bobstil (snobbish). Hakan Sazyek, Cumhuriyet Dönemi Türk 
Şiirinde Garip Hareketi (Ankara: Türkiye İş Bankası Kültür Yayınları, 1996), 270.    
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Figure 24: Akbaba, April 7, 1938.   

 

 In its 9 January 1936 issue, Cumhuriyet condemned modernist apartment buildings in 

strong terms.348 Titled “The Buildings That Unmake Istanbul,” the coverage called these as 

“the queerest buildings of the world,” and condemned the lack of aesthetic refinement and the 

harmony of style and scale. (Figure 25) It put particular emphasis on the formal features of 

the modernist apartments: “The windows look like ferries in some buildings, locomotives in 

some others. The windows of still others are simply indescribable.” The newspaper published 

the photographs of two recently completed modernist apartment buildings without naming 

them, both of which subsequently became iconic examples of modernism in Istanbul. One of 

them is Adil Denktaş’s Tüten Apartmanı (1936) in Ayaspaşa featuring a rounded corner, a 

signature element of modernist apartment architecture in early republican Istanbul. The other 

                                                
348 “İstanbulu İstanbul Olmaktan Çıkaran Binalar,” Cumhuriyet, January 9, 1936.   
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is Üçler Apartmanı in Gümüşsuyu, designed by the architect of the Presidential Summer 

House, Seyfi Arkan. Nevertheless, the triumph of the modernist apartments would soon prove 

to be irreversible, with their once radical designs passing unnoticed instead of being derided.   

 

Figure 25: Cumhuriyet, January 9, 1936.   
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3.2: Republican Statues 

 Modernist apartments were faceless, often authorless, and, therefore, easy to deride. 

Public monuments that represented Mustafa Kemal Paşa were not. Within the first five years 

of the republic, two monumental statues of the president were erected at the strategic 

locations of Sarayburnu, in which he figured solo (1926), and Taksim, in which he figured 

with a group of people standing for the War of Independence and its aftermath (1928). The 

statues constituted the most tangible and blatant representations of the new regime in the 

former imperial capital. A curious local audience monitored the processes of commissioning a 

sculptor as well as the issues of subject matter, iconography, and location. The inauguration 

ceremonies became a source of great jubilation across the city and the nation.   

Nevertheless, despite, or perhaps because of, their solemn messages about the War of 

Independence, the new regime, and its founder, the statues were not exempt from public 

criticism. On the contrary, both statues were subject to vitriolic attacks launched by a variety 

of observers ranging from Turkish sculptors and journalists to ordinary people. Although 

these statues conveyed obvious messages about the nascent nation-state and the role of its 

founding figure, they were, to a significant degree, a product of local agency. Through 

funding, active participation, and criticism, the people of Istanbul played a major role in the 

shape, size, materiality, iconography, and popular perceptions of the Republic Monument in 

Taksim, the more complex, costly, and controversial of the two.   

The making of the Mustafa Kemal Paşa Statue in Sarayburnu had its own complex 

trajectory. The statue was a pioneering project in many regards. Very few statues or 

sculptures with figurative representation had existed in Turkey until the inauguration of the 

Mustafa Kemal Paşa Statue in Sarayburnu on October 3, 1926; and they were either for 
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private use or small-scale and poorly-crafted.349 In terms of its scale, visibility, and symbolic 

quality, the Mustafa Kemal Paşa Statue was the first of its kind not only in Istanbul but also in 

Turkey at large. No public statue figuratively representing a human being had been erected in 

the city ever since the end of the Byzantine Empire.  

 Heinrich Krippel, an Austrian sculptor who authored a number of projects around 

Turkey in the 1920s and 1930s, most notably the Victory Monument in Ankara (winning the 

international competition for this monument had brought him Turkey in 1925), undertook the 

Mustafa Kemal Paşa Statue under the municipality’s patronage.350 The location of the statue 

bore multiple symbolisms. It was in Sarayburnu, on May 16, 1919, that Mustafa Kemal Paşa 

had boarded the Bandırma Ferry destined to the northern port city of Samsun, from where he 

initiated the national resistance to the post-war occupation of the Ottoman Empire. Rising on 

a National Architectural Renaissance base, the statue represents the president in civilian 

clothes, fixing his determined gaze on Anatolia, the heartland of the new state, and leaping 

forward with his right hand clenched into a fist. (Figure 26) The location also stood for a less 

straightforward meaning, one that symbolized the new nation-state and its relationship with 

the ancien régime, the Ottoman Empire. The president turns his back, at once, to the Topkapı 

Palace, which sprawled along the top of hill as the ultimate symbol of the Ottoman Empire, 

and to Europe, where only a tiny portion of the once vast Ottoman provinces had remained in 
                                                
349 Sultan Abdülaziz (r. 1860-1876) had his equestrian statue carved by English sculptor Charles Fuller, which 
was kept within the premises of the Beylerbeyi Palace on the Bosphorus. In 1916, a bust of Osman Gazi, the 
founder of the Ottoman dynasty at the turn of the fourteenth century, was placed in Hafik, a small town near the 
eastern city of Sivas, which allegedly holds the title of being the first sculpture representing a human being in 
modern Turkey’s public spaces. As far as being the first statue of Mustafa Kemal Paşa is concerned, there are 
two claims, one by the southeastern city of Urfa, which allegedly erected it in 1917 after the accounts of local 
war veterans who had witnessed his heroism in Gallipoli in 1915, and second by İzmir after the liberation of the 
city in 1922. See Klaus Kreiser “Public Monuments in Turkey and Egypt, 1840-1916,” Muqarnas, 14 (1997): 
103-117; Gültekin Elibal, Atatürk ve Resim-Heykel (İstanbul: Türkiye İş Bankası Kültür Yayınları, 1973), 46-49; 
Mevlüt Çelebi, Dünden Bugüne Taksim Cumhuriyet Anıtı (Ankara: Atatürk Araştırma Merkezi, 2006), 5-6.      
350 I have not been able to locate any evidence standing for substantial public participation to the project by way 
of donations. According to one source, the municipality spent 45,000 Liras for the Sarayburnu Atatürk Statue: 
Ali Suat, “İstanbul Şehremanetinin 3 Senelik İcraatına Dair,” İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası, 59 (July 1929), 
365-367. For Krippel’s works in Turkey, see Gültekin Elibal, Atatürk ve Resim-Heykel, 195-202; Hüseyin Gezer, 
Cumhuriyet Dönemi Türk Heykeli (İstanbul: Türkiye İş Bankası Kültür Yayınları, 1984), 75-79. For a short 
analysis of Sarayburnu Atatürk Statue from the point of view of symbolism and contemporary political context, 
see Aylin Tekiner, Atatürk Heykelleri: Kült, Estetik, Siyaset (İstanbul: İletişim Yayınları, 2010), 69-76.     
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Turkish hands. Mayor Muhittin Bey explicitly stated what the location of the statue 

symbolized: “It would be enough to examine the Ottoman and Byzantine palaces the statue 

left behind to understand what sort of darkness we have overcome to attain our current 

happiness.”351    

 

Figure 26: Sarayburnu Atatürk Statue before the inauguration. (Atatürk Library)  

                                                
351 “Gazi Paşa’nın Heykeli,” İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası, 26 (October 1926), 65-67; “İstanbul, 
Halaskargazinin Heykelini İlk Diken Türk Şehri Olmakla Müftehirdir,” Cumhuriyet, October 4, 1926. 
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 Initial reactions to the Sarayburnu Statue were about that it was the first ever statue of 

Mustafa Kemal Paşa, and that it was the first figural representation of a human being in a 

public space (the previous examples were too modest and peripheral to register). Its artistic 

qualities did not come to the fore. The municipality and the local press were jubilant that 

Istanbul took the honor of being the first city to erect a public statue of Mustafa Kemal 

Paşa.352 (Figure 27) The president himself had expressed his views in favor of figural 

representation during a speech in the northwestern city of Bursa in January 1923, claiming 

that the Islamic ban [in fact, scholars have recently contested the long-held view that Islam 

does not tolerate figural representation353] was a response to the challenges of idolatry during 

the early years of the religion, and that the fear of losing believers to idolatry thirteen 

centuries after the rise of Islam was an insult to the Muslim world.354 Featuring a photograph 

of the statue on its cover page, the French weekly L’Illustration cited Mustafa Kemal Paşa’s 

Bursa remarks, and devoted its coverage to the breakthrough the statue signified in the history 

of Turkish art and religion.355 (Figure 28)    

                                                
352 The headlines in Cumhuriyet captured the prevalent mood: “Istanbul is Proud to Be the First City to Erect the 
Statue of the Halaskargazi [Gazi the Savior],” Ibid. Also see Osman Nuri, Cumhuriyet ve İstanbul Mahalli 
İdaresi (İstanbul: Türk Anonim Şirketi, 1933), 20-21. Inaugurating its own Atatürk statue at the end of the same 
month, also crafted by Krippel, the central Anatolian city of Konya lost the title to Istanbul: “Reis-i Cumhur 
Hazretlerinin Konya’daki Heykeli,” İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası, 28 (December 1926), 193. The foundations 
for the Sarayburnu Statute were laid in August 1925. “Reis-i Cumhur Hazretlerinin Heykelinin Temel Taşı 
Konma Merasimi,” İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası, 12 (August 1925), 426. 
353 See, for example, Christiane Gruber, “Between Logos (Kalima) and Light (Nur): Representations of the 
Prophet Muhammad in Islamic Painting,” Muqarnas, 26 (2009), 229-262.  
354 “All nations that aspire to be civilized, progressed, and developed inevitably need to make sculptures and 
train sculptors. Those who claim that erecting monuments here and there as historical memories is against 
religion are the ones who have not sufficiently studied and examined judgments of the sharia. It has been about 
thirteen hundred years since the prophet established Islam. At the time when the prophet relayed divine orders, 
his interlocutors had idols in their heart and conscience. In order to invite them to the path of God, the prophet 
had first to eliminate those stone pieces from their hearts and pockets. Once the truths of Islam has completely 
been recognized and confirmed by events, it would be an insult to the world of Islam to assume or fear that some 
enlightened people would worship this kind of stone pieces. Our enlightened and religious people will greatly 
advance the art of sculpture, which is one of the reasons of progress, and all corners of our homeland will 
announce to the world the memories of our ancestors and our children who will come later.” Mehmet Önder, 
İzmir Yollarında: Atatürk’ün Batı Anadolu Gezisi (İstanbul: Türkiye İş Bankası Kültür Yayınları, 1989), 40.  
355 “La Premiére Statue en Turquie,” L’Illustration, 4363, (October 16, 1926), 426. L’Illustration also 
mentioned Mustafa Kemal Paşa’s remarks he made in 1923 in Bursa about Islam and sculpture, which it 
mistakenly dated to spring 1926.   
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Figure 27: “Istanbul is Proud to Be the First City to Erect the Statue of the Halaskargazi 
[Gazi the Savior].” Cumhuriyet, October 4, 1926.   
 

 

Figure 28: L’Illustration, October 16, 1926.  
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The journal reported that local artists criticized its modern and occidental style, but the 

authenticity of this report remains dubious. The Istanbul-based artists whose voices reach us 

from the 1920s were, in fact, followers and practitioners of contemporary European arts. They 

did criticize the Sarayburnu Statue after the popular euphoria following the inauguration had 

faded, but not on being “modern and occidental” in style (after all, an alternative 

local/oriental/pre-modern style of figural representation in sculpture simply did not exist). 

Rather, local artists’ criticism was leveled at the unseemly choice of posture and the statue’s 

overall execution, which, in their view, led to an unfit representation of the national hero. 

Their criticism was recurring throughout the early republican period. In May 1937, Ar, that 

began to appear earlier the same year as the second art journal ever published in Istanbul, 

called Krippel’s statue “the bronze figure that lacks the most fundamental rules of 

harmony.”356 Journalists also kept their discontent undisclosed until the inauguration euphoria 

faded away. Less than a month after the inauguration, in late October, when the Italian 

sculptor Pietro Canonica arrived in Istanbul for preliminary procedures and studies for the 

Taksim Monument, columnist Aka Gündüz urged him to avoid looking at Krippel’s statue 

during the process of conceiving his own project, even preventing others around him from 

describing it.357  

 Always keen on keeping a high public profile, Canonica responded to Aka Gündüz’s 

column in Cumhuriyet a week later, assuring him that he would do his best to feel “like a 

Turk” in conceiving the Taksim Monument.358 Namık İsmail, the director of the Fine Arts 

                                                
356 “Abidelerimiz,” Ar: Resim-Heykel-Dekorasyon-Arkeoloji, 5, (May 1937), 2-3. In the same year, the leading 
art critic Nurullah Berk published the first book on Turkish sculptors: Nurullah Berk, Türk Heykeltraşları, 
(İstanbul: Ahmet İhsan Basımevi, 1937). The first art journal was the Journal of Ottoman Society of Painters 
(1910-1914).  
357 Aka Gündüz, “Hoşgeldin Piyetro Kanonika,” Cumhuriyet, October 28, 1926 [republished in Mevlüt Çelebi, 
Dünden Bugüne Taksim Cumhuriyet Anıtı (Ankara: Atatürk Araştırma Merkezi, 2006), 163-166]. I make an 
extensive use of Çelebi’s book which compiled almost all that was written about the Taksim Republic 
Monument especially during the 1920s and 1930s. If I had reached a source independently, I do not refer to his 
book. Otherwise, I give double references as in here and below.   
358 Cumhuriyet, November 5, 1926 (republished in Mevlüt Çelebi, Dünden Bugüne Taksim Cumhuriyet Anıtı 
(Ankara: Atatürk Araştırma Merkezi, 2006), 166-167).   
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Academy and a leading painter, noted with surprise that Canonica made much effort to keep 

his gaze away from Krippel’s statue, and consistently declined to comment on it.359 We do not 

know whether the Italian sculptor was following Aka Gündüz’s advice, but his careful public 

relations strategies would not prevent the local press from lashing out at him in due time. In 

the next three years, the criticism directed against Canonica’s work in Taksim would dwarf 

the one against Krippel’s in both intensity and bitterness.    

 The project that brought Canonica to Istanbul was already ongoing before the 

inauguration of the Sarayburnu Statue. The original idea of the Taksim Monument belonged 

to the people of Beyoğlu, who wished to honor their district with a monumental statue of the 

president.360 An ambitious fundraising campaign attracted donations from across the city at 

large regardless of class, ethnicity, and religion. The donors ranged from banks and large 

companies to merchants and shopkeepers. The contribution of Istanbul’s butchers 

overshadowed all the other donors, including the Chamber of Commerce, meeting a little less 

than twenty percent of the entire cost.361 Considerable funds had already been raised before 

the issues of location, theme, and sculptor of the monument were settled.362 A special 

commission, including, among others, Istanbul MPs, directors of leading banks and private 

companies, the president of the Chamber of Commerce [nobody representing the butchers!], 

and the director of Beyoğlu Municipality, assumed all responsibility for the project from the 

fundraising to the inauguration.363  

 Much debate went on about the sculptor, location, and, most extensively, the subject 

and theme of the monument. While Krippel seemed a potential candidate, the special 

commission eventually opted for the Italian sculptor. Just as his Austrian rival, Canonica 

                                                
359 Mevlüt Çelebi, Dünden Bugüne Taksim Cumhuriyet Anıtı (Ankara: Atatürk Araştırma Merkezi, 2006), 37.  
360 Ibid., 15.  
361 Niyazi Ahmet Banoğlu, Taksim Cumhuriyet Abidesi Şeref Defteri (İstanbul: Büyük İstanbul Derneği Yayını, 
1973), 280.  
362 Mevlüt Çelebi, Dünden Bugüne Taksim Cumhuriyet Anıtı, 17-28.  
363 Ibid., 29.  
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carried out major works in Ankara and İzmir, both before and after the Republic Monument 

project.364 As far as the location was concerned, Taksim Square was the most likely 

alternative from the beginning.365 It was the subject and the theme of the monument as well as 

the details of representation that sparked much debate. The initial plan was to carry out an 

equestrian statue of Mustafa Kemal Paşa. Journalist Aka Gündüz recognized that the idea of 

equestrian statue may sound appropriate for a triumphant military and political leader, but, he 

argued, this was far from being a truthful representation of Mustafa Kemal Paşa: “His was the 

conquest of policies, enemies, an entire history, and revolution. But not on horseback at all! 

Gazi366 embarked on his struggle in village rooms, and walked ahead by speaking with the 

children of people. Many people do not know his actual name, and called him yellow lion, 

ours, our paşa etc. Don’t separate him from us by mounting him on a reared-up horse! Even if 

it is just a sculpture, we do not consent on his separation from us.”367  

 It is impossible to gauge the actual impact of this column, but that Canonica published 

a response in Cumhuriyet is a clear sign of how seriously the Italian sculptor took Aka 

Gündüz’s remarks. After several rounds of brainstorming and negotiation between the special 

commission, the Ministry of Education, and Canonica, for which we have only a limited 

amount of documentation,368 it turned out that the monument was to stand for a more complex 

narrative than an equestrian statue. First, it would consist of multiple figures, and, second, it 

would juxtapose two different historical moments: the Independence War and the Republic. 

In both compositions, Mustafa Kemal Paşa would be at the center, surrounded by soldiers and 

                                                
364 For Canonica’s works in Turkey, see Hüseyin Gezer, Cumhuriyet Dönemi Türk Heykeli (İstanbul: Türkiye İş 
Bankası Kültür Yayınları, 1984), 79-82; Gültekin Elibal, Atatürk ve Resim-Heykel (İstanbul: Türkiye İş Bankası 
Kültür Yayınları, 1973), 206-211. For Taksim Republic Monument, see Aylin Tekiner, Atatürk Heykelleri: Kült, 
Estetik, Siyaset (İstanbul: İletişim Yayınları, 2010), 97-109.      
365 There is no evidence as to whether alternative proposals, such as erecting Atatürk’s Statue on a tiny lower-
Bosphorus island (where the Maiden’s Tower stood) à la Statue of Liberty in New York, were taken seriously. 
Mevlüt Çelebi, Dünden Bugüne Taksim Cumhuriyet Anıtı, 6-7.  
366 Gazi, a Muslim fighting against non-Muslims, was a honorific title of Mustafa Kemal Paşa since 1921.  
367 Aka Gündüz, “Hoşgeldin Piyetro Kanonika,” Cumhuriyet, October 28, 1926 (reproduced in Mevlüt Çelebi, 
Dünden Bugüne Taksim Cumhuriyet Anıtı, 163-166) 
368 The only available documents are the ones Banoğlu published in his 1973 book.  
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civilians, including only a few notable figures and more than twenty anonymous people 

representing Turkish people from different walks of life.   

 Some details of the negotiations are noteworthy. In early 1928, when Canonica’s 

workshop in Turin had already made significant progress in carving the monument, the 

Ministry of Education sent a telegraph to the special commission demanding that the figures 

be represented without the kalpak, a high-crowned cap worn especially by the high ranking 

civilian and military bureaucracy during the Independence War and the first few years of the 

republic.369 Although an iconic symbol of the independence struggle, a 1925 law had banned 

the kalpak (as well as the fez, turban, and all other forms of Ottoman headgear) in favor of 

western style hats and other occupational headgears. By demanding the elimination of the 

kalpaks from the figures, the ministry sought to resituate the iconography of the monument in 

the contemporary sartorial regime of the republic. However, the commission that consisted 

mostly of local representatives resisted. In its response to the ministry, the commission stated 

that the Taksim Monument was not a representation of individual figures or events, but of a 

larger process stretching from the independence struggle to the declaration of the republic. 

Therefore, the letter continued, “one must submit to historical facts, and reflect faithfully the 

contemporary clothes and social situation.”370 The council forcefully argued that “nobody 

[was] qualified to distort history,” and emphasized that the soldiers in the Independence War 

scene would be in the uniforms of their time. Canonica’s representation of Mustafa Kemal 

Paşa would eventually be based on the president’s iconic photograph taken at the battlefront 

in 1922, in which he figured with a kalpak on his head.  

 In another controversy, the Ministry of Education upheld a more progressive and 

politically justifiable position vis-à-vis the commission. In 1927, the Fine Arts Academy 

                                                
369 Niyazi Ahmet Banoğlu, Taksim Cumhuriyet Abidesi Şeref Defteri (İstanbul: Büyük İstanbul Derneği Yayını, 
1973), 15-16 
370 Ibid., 20. 
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organized a student competition, and announced that the winner would be sent as an intern to 

Canonica’s workshop in Turin. It turned out that a female student, named Sabiha Ziya, won 

the competition. Her gender led a much hesitant commission to consult with the Italian 

sculptor and the ministry whether a female student would be an appropriate intern. Canonica 

was negative, declaring that he would prefer a male intern. But Necati Bey, the minister of 

education, disagreed. In his personal letter to the commission, Necati Bey argued that the new 

regime cherished gender equality, and women enjoyed the same legal guarantees as men in 

their occupations. When it came to arts, he said, there were almost as many female artists as 

male ones. Stressing that the elimination of an elected participant would have an utterly 

negative impact on female students, Necati Bey urged that Sabiha Ziya be sent to Canonica’s 

workshop as soon as possible. She left for Italy in July 1927.371  

 Canonica and his work arrived in Istanbul in July 1928, a month before the 

inauguration. In a newspaper interview, he boasted that the monument drew much interest 

from the Italians, who flocked to his workshop to gaze at it in admiration.372 During the next 

month, while Canonica was working on the installation of the monument, the municipality 

was expected to regulate the Taksim Square by expropriating a number of buildings so as to 

enhance the monument’s visibility. However, by the time the Republic Monument was 

inaugurated, the square was still untouched. Nor did the original plan to build a pool around 

the monument materialize. All were major blows to the visibility and monumentality of the 

Taksim Republic Monument, for which Canonica would forever be blamed. On August 8, 

thousands of spectators who filled the square to witness the inauguration ceremony saw a 

brand new monument in an utterly messy setting. Newspapers celebrated the event with 

jubilation, allocating their headlines the next day to photographs and reports about it, though 

also noting the deplorable state of the square for future opprobrium.  

                                                
371 Ibid., 21-23.  
372 Mevlüt Çelebi, Dünden Bugüne Taksim Cumhuriyet Anıtı, 89.  
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“Tens of Thousands of People Observed This Magnificent Monument Representing 

Our Victory,” Cumhuriyet’s headline read.373 Impassioned columnists invoked the memories 

of a decade long ordeals of war and occupation.374 Also impassioned were those who 

delivered speeches at the inauguration ceremony: Hakkı Şinasi Paşa, the head of the 

commission, Muhittin Bey, the mayor, Necati Bey, the minister of education, and Mehmed 

Emin Bey, the so-called “national poet,” known for his patriotic poems. The poet’s was the 

most original and audacious speech. Mehmed Emin represented the independence war as a 

struggle for humanity and all the nations across the world that had been suffering for 

centuries. The “national poet” offered an analogy between Michelangelo’s celebrated Moses 

and his compatriot Canonica’s Taksim monument, both products of the same inspiration: 

“Moses and Mustafa Kemal are saviors of the same sort. Mustafa Kemal did to this century 

what Moses had done to his own time. This hero, too, raised his bronze fist against the 

pharaohs of this age, and led his nation from captivation to freedom. Both of these saintly 

humans brought new and revolutionary things to this world by speaking to God.”375  

 The Taksim Republic Monument consisted of two groups of figures facing opposite 

directions. (Figure 29-30) The first one that faced Şişli represented the Independence War. It 

featured Mustafa Kemal Paşa in military uniform with a kalpak on his head, leading a whole 

nation of soldiers and women toward victory. The second one faced Beyoğlu, and represented 

the new regime. Here, Mustafa Kemal Paşa was in civilian dress appropriate for the president 

of a secular republic, flanked by two other national heroes: İsmet Paşa, the prime minister, 

and Fevzi Paşa, the chief of staff. In the background were a group of people, men and women, 

from different walks of life. The composition figured in a National Architectural Renaissance 

framework that Halil Edhem, long-time director of the Museum of Archaeology who had 
                                                
373 “Onbinlerce Halk, Zaferimizi Temsil Eden Bu Muhteşem Esere Doya Doya Baktılar,” Cumhuriyet, August 9, 
1928.  
374 Falih Rıfkı Atay Konuşuyor (Ankara: Berkalp Kitabevi, 1945), 77-78 (originally published in 1928).  
375 “Onbinlerce Halk, Zaferimizi Temsil Eden Bu Muhteşem Esere Doya Doya Baktılar,” Cumhuriyet, August 9, 
1928.  
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reported to the commission his observations of Canonica’s workshop in Turin, had called “a 

triumphal arch.”376 Canonica noted that this was a rare composition representing war and 

peace simultaneously.377    

 

Figure 29: The Revolution Stage of the Republic Monument (İstanbul Şehremaneti 
Mecmuası)    

                                                
376 Mevlüt Çelebi, Dünden Bugüne Taksim Cumhuriyet Anıtı, 65. Cumhuriyet also invoked the analogy with the 
triumphal arch, but in a critical tone. It argued that the triumphal arch in Bayezid Square, the former ministry of 
war portal, was “a thousand times more magnificent monument.” “Heykeltraşlar Arasında Müsabaka Açmak 
Takip Edilecek En Doğru Yoldur,” Cumhuriyet, March 1, 1930. (Reproduced in Mevlüt Çelebi, Dünden Bugüne 
Taksim Cumhuriyet Anıtı, 188-189).   
377 Ibid., 68. Also see, Hüseyin Gezer, Cumhuriyet Dönemi Türk Heykeli (İstanbul: Türkiye İş Bankası Kültür 
Yayınları, 1984), 79-82; Aylin Tekiner, Atatürk Heykelleri: Kült, Estetik, Siyaset, 97-109.    
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Figure 30: The Reform Stage of the Republic Monument (İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası) 

 

 Post-inauguration euphoria soon gave way to a deluge of criticisms. The first wave 

targeted the municipality on the ongoing state of disorder in Taksim Square. Indeed, despite 

much talk about expropriations and interventions throughout 1929, Taksim Square would 
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remain untouched until the late 1930s.378 [Nazmi Ziya’s 1935 painting, Women, associated the 

Republic Monument with modern and secular public life, yet, perhaps intentionally, the 

painter left the larger square out of his frame. (Figure 31)] When cracks appeared on the 

monument already after the first winter, another wave of attacks on Canonica began, most 

notably in the form of a public polemic between the sculptor and Malik Bey, a professor of 

geology at Istanbul University.379 Turkish sculptors capitalized on the atmosphere and, in a 

similar search for agency as Turkish architects, called for the recognition of their talents. They 

condemned Canonica’s work from multiple perspectives. Namık İsmail, the director of the 

Fine Arts Academy, found it alien and cold.380 Hadi Bara, a young sculptor at the onset of his 

career, challenged both Canonica and Krippel by inviting them to a competition.381 Journalists 

such as Peyami Safa also supported the Turkish sculptors, citing professors from the Fine Arts 

Academy who accused the commission of keeping them away from the decision making 

process.382 İsmail Hakkı, a leading pedagogue and intellectual who had voted for Canonica, 

expressed his regret.383 In late 1929, Cumhuriyet admonished the İzmir Municipality for 

entrusting a major project to Canonica, the author of an “aesthetically worthless” monument 

deprived of stateliness.384 Canonica and Krippel’s prestige sank so low that they came to be 

viewed more as greedy merchants robbing the country, rather than respectable artists.385 

Almost ten years after the inauguration, Ar leveled the same accusation against Canonica, 

who was a fascist, by citing Antonio Aniante, an antifascist Italian art critic in exile in Paris, 

                                                
378 Ibid., 74-75.   
379 Niyazi Ahmet Banoğlu, Taksim Cumhuriyet Abidesi Şeref Defteri, 26-30; Mevlüt Çelebi, Dünden Bugüne 
Taksim Cumhuriyet Anıtı, 175-178.  
380 “Milli Abideleri Türk Sanatkarlarına Yaptırmalıyız,” Milliyet, October 20, 1929 (reproduced in Mevlüt 
Çelebi, Dünden Bugüne Taksim Cumhuriyet Anıtı, 186-187.)  
381 Mevlüt Çelebi, Dünden Bugüne Taksim Cumhuriyet Anıtı, 189-191.  
382 Ibid., 192.  
383 İsmail Hakkı, Sanat : Estetik, yaratma, Türk sanatı, dil, edebiyat, temsil, musiki, resim, mimarlık, tezyinî 
sanat, şehircilik üzerine görüşmeler (İstanbul: Semih Lûtfi Sühulet Kütüphanesi, 1934), 196-197.  
384 “Yine mi Kanonika?” Cumhuriyet, October 19, 1929. (Reproduced in Mevlüt Çelebi, Dünden Bugüne 
Taksim Cumhuriyet Anıtı) 
385 Mevlüt Çelebi, Dünden Bugüne Taksim Cumhuriyet Anıtı, 170 and 191. 
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who dated Turkish artist Hale Asaf, and wrote a book about Mustafa Kemal Paşa.386 As if 

these criticisms were not enough, newspapers reported that a local tailor discovered the 

discrepancy between the placement of buttons on Mustafa Kemal Paşa’s waistcoat, on the 

right, and that of İsmet Paşa’s waistcoat, on the left.387     

 

Figure 31: Nazmi Ziya, Women, 1935 (Sakıp Sabancı Müzesi)  

 

 In a column published fourteen months after the inauguration of the monument, 

Ahmet Haşim, leading poet and journalist, criticized the reluctance to trust Turkish sculptors, 

while major commissions went to Krippel, “that Austrian carver of stone,” and Canonica, 

“that old Italian who lost his creative faculty for good.” He cited an anonymous Turkophile 

foreigner critical of Krippel and Canonica’s works in Turkey, who suggested it would have 
                                                
386 “Kanonika-Krippel ve Torak,” Ar: Resim-Heykel-Dekorasyon-Arkeoloji, 5 (May 1937), 6-7. Antonio 
Aniante, Mustapha Kémal le loup gris d’Angora, trans. Yvonne Lenoir (Paris: Editions de la Nouvelle Revue 
Critique, 1934). 
387 Mevlüt Çelebi, Dünden Bugüne Taksim Cumhuriyet Anıtı, 204.   
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been much more effective to put huge chunks of raw granite in place of the current 

monuments, and announce that, once competent Turkish sculptors emerged, they would turn 

these chunks into monuments worthy of their own nation’s hero and victories.388 The tension 

between Turkish and foreign artists/architects would remain a recurrent motif of the debates 

that surrounded urban interventions throughout the early republican period.  

 

3.3: Bouleversements of a Boulevard 

While the cause of Turkish authorship in urban interventions united most of the public 

figures, the question of which Turkish identity new urban spaces were to represent sometimes 

led to deep cleavages among local representatives. The debates that surrounded the Gazi 

Mustafa Kemal Paşa Boulevard (renamed Atatürk Boulevard later on) project in the 1920s 

constituted a perfect example. This was one of the key urban interventions of the early 

republican period, beginning in the early 1920s and continuing through the early 1940s. 

While it was finished under the supervision of Henri Prost who arrived in 1936, the Atatürk 

Boulevard had been conceived, planned, and, to a significant extent, executed before Prost’s 

involvement. Put differently, the boulevard was a product of negotiations between the 

municipality, its successive mayors, popularly elected members of the municipal council, 

popular and professional publications, and the inhabitants of the city. This section deals with 

the roots of and first interventions for the Atatürk Boulevard project until Prost’s arrival. It 

also explores the struggle over the naming of the boulevard, which occurred in 1923 even 

                                                
388 Ahmet Haşim, “Heykeltıraşlar,” İkdam, October 29, 1929. This article was recurrently referred to in studies 
on contemporary Turkish sculpture, sometimes selectively as in Ar, which quoted it in such a manner as to 
convey the sense that even raw granite would do better to the square, and to leave out the idea that there was no 
contemporary Turkish sculptors to entrust the project with. Nurullah Berk, “Zühtü Müridoğlu,” Ar: Resim-
Heykel-Dekorasyon-Arkeoloji, 1 (January 1937), 12-13; “Kanonika-Krippel ve Torak,” Ar: Resim-Heykel-
Dekorasyon-Arkeoloji, 5 (May 1937), 6-7. The first, fourth, and fifth issues of Ar contained editorials, authored 
articles, and guest contributions all defending more opportunities to be provided for Turkish sculptors. Nurullah 
Berk, “Zühtü Müridoğlu;” Ar: Resim-Heykel-Dekorasyon-Arkeoloji, 1 (January 1937), 12-13; “Türk 
Heykeltraşlığı.” Ar: Resim-Heykel-Dekorasyon-Arkeoloji, 4 (April 1937), 4-5;  “Kanonika-Krippel ve Torak,” 
Ibid., 11-14; Zühtü Müridoğlu, “Abidecilik,” Ar: Resim-Heykel-Dekorasyon-Arkeoloji, 5 (May 1937), 4-5;  
“Kanonika-Krippel ve Torak;” Ibid. 6-7; “Abideler Meselesi ve Münevverlerimiz. İki Soru. Yabancılar İş Yapsın 
mı? Türk Heykeltraşları Nasıl?” Ibid., 10-12.  
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before any physical intervention took place. Though brief and eventually inconsequential, the 

premature attempt to name the boulevard symbolized a particular moment in which the 

debates over local or municipal autonomy were rife. Culled from the history of Ottoman 

urban administration in Istanbul, the proposed name for the boulevard bore intriguing 

connotations that spoke of the contemporary political dynamics in Turkey.  

 The Atatürk Boulevard was to run through the entire old city between Yenikapı along 

the Marmara Sea and Unkapanı along the Golden Horn. It was to connect, via Atatürk Bridge, 

the peninsula with Beyoğlu, the financial and cultural hub of the city, and its rapidly 

expanding northern suburbs. In fact, the term “opening up” falls short of defining the project, 

which also involved considerable “enlargement” of the existing narrow street. Ottoman maps 

of the nineteenth century show a street running more or less the same course. Also, the 

Byzantine city had a major thoroughfare roughly corresponding to the modern boulevard, a 

strong evidence of which, according to historians, is that the arches of the aqueduct on the 

boulevard are larger than all the others.389  

 The boulevard project had in fact begun in the early 1910s.390 Its course had been 

determined in 1913, and, had it not been for a decade-long series of war, it would probably 

have been completed before the mid-1920s. The rationale for the boulevard was originally 

based on the plans to transfer the port and the central train station to Yenikapı, from where 

people and goods would move around the city rapidly and effectively. In the early 1920s, 

however, the transfer of these two key institutions fell beyond the means of the new state. Nor 

was it, from an economic point of view, as urgent as in the early 1910s due to a major 
                                                
389 The street network of Byzantine Constantinople is not known for sure, but historians believe a major street 
would have passed through the aqueduct, which, one thinks looking at the maps reconstructed by modern 
historians, followed more or less the same course as modern Atatürk Boulevard. The larger width of the arches at 
certain locations is taken as an evidence for the pre-existing streets that the aqueduct cut through: Albrecht 
Berger, “Streets and Public Spaces in Constantinople,” 168, Dumbarton Oaks Papers, 54 (2000), 161-173 (also 
see Map 4). Also see Marlia Mundell Mango, “The Commercial Map of Constantinople,” Dumbarton Oaks 
Papers, 54 (2000): 189-207 (also see Map 4). For the state of the street in the nineteenth century, see Ekrem 
Hakkı Ayverdi, 19. Asırda İstanbul Haritası (İstanbul: Şehir Matbaası, 1958).   
390 “Mustafa Kemal Paşa Caddesi Birinci Kısmının Resm-i Küşadı,” İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası, 5 
(January 1925), 103-105.  
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decrease in the volume of trade conducted through Istanbul port (17 million tons in 1913 

compared to 10 million tons in 1925).391  

 Nevertheless, as we will see in Chapter 6, the idea of making Yenikapı the hub of 

trade and transportation remained on the table until the 1940s. Equally importantly, 

connecting the two sides of the Golden Horn became a pressing need in this period, due to the 

flourishing of the previously uninhabited areas in the north of Taksim and the increasing 

number of automobiles circulating in the streets of Istanbul. Also, the boulevard would help 

relieve the chaos of humans and vehicles in Eminönü and Karaköy, two overbuilt and 

irregular hubs at both ends of the Galata Bridge. All these made the Atatürk Boulevard a vital 

project. From 1924 onwards, the boulevard emerged section by section, often merging with 

already existing streets, through a painful process exacerbated by the necessity to address the 

issues of expropriation and historical monuments along the way. The expropriation of 

properties was a major challenge for the impoverished municipal budget. The technicians-in-

charge endeavored to find out the least expensive solution for the boulevard project, evading, 

for example, the expropriation of luxurious mansions.392 Historical monuments constituted 

another major challenge for the project, just as for any other urban intervention in early 

republican Istanbul, which led to negotiations in the municipal council over whether the 

monuments were to be demolished, transferred, or left where they were.393 

 In addition to its broader functions for the city at large, the Atatürk Boulevard would 

also play a critical role for its immediate surroundings. Proponents of the project at the 

Istanbul Municipal Council expected it to spur redevelopment in the large swaths of fire-

stricken areas it cut through, especially Fatih. Responding to those members who questioned 

the urgency of the project given the meager resources of the municipality, they defended that 
                                                
391 Ibid. Also on page 4 and footnote 3.  
392 Ibid.  
393 See, for example, the question of what to do with the Valide Tomb in Aksaray, which coincided with the 
course of the boulevard: Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, 1 Teşrin-i Evvel 1340-29 Kanun-u Sani 
1341 (İstanbul: Şehremaneti Matbaası, 1926), 436.  
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the leveling of the ground in the burnt areas and the opening of the boulevard both served the 

same purpose of attracting the original inhabitants back to the huge desolate emptiness in the 

heart of the old city.394 The proponents of the project argued that investing in a main 

thoroughfare, a more effective way of using those meager resources than allocating them to 

secondary streets, would encourage residents to participate in the redevelopment of the burnt 

areas flanking it. They also hoped that the boulevard would lead to the repair of the Unkapanı 

Bridge (renamed Atatürk Bridge later) on the Golden Horn. In addition to diminishing 

congestion in Eminönü area as well as the Galata Bridge, the Unkapanı Bridge would make it 

easier, for example, for the people living in the western suburbs of Istanbul to reach 

Beyoğlu.395 

 The first section of the boulevard, which stretched from Yenikapı to Saraçhane, was 

inaugurated in 1925. A strip of around ten meters in the middle of the street was left to the 

Tram Company for the construction of the rails. This first section was to be 30 meters wide 

while the second section, which stretched from Saraçhane to Unkapanı, was to be 50 meters-

wide.396 The construction of the second section lasted several years, until the early 1940s, due 

to more complicated processes of expropriation and a denser fabric of historical monuments 

to deal with.   

 Before the beginning of the actual construction, in March 1923, four council members 

submitted a proposal to name the boulevard after Hızır Bey, the fifteenth century Muslim 

scholar and the first kadı (judge) of Istanbul (1453-1458), whose tomb was nearby.397 Until 

the creation of the modern municipality, the kadı of Istanbul was responsible for matters 

related to urban administration in addition to dispensing justice, the primary function of the 
                                                
394 Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıt Ceridesi II, Şubat-Haziran 1339, Evkaf-ı İslamiye Matbaası, 
Darülhilafet-i Aliyye, 1339, 281-284.  
395 Ibid., 284.  
396 “Mustafa Kemal Paşa Caddesi Birinci Kısmının Resm-i Küşadı,” İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası, 5, January 
1925, 103-105.  
397 Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıt Ceridesi II, Şubat-Haziran 1339 (Darülhilafet-i Aliyye: Evkaf-ı 
İslamiye Matbaası, 1339), 266-267.  
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office. Although we do not have detailed information on the extent to which he was involved 

in the remaking of the dilapidated city following the Ottoman conquest, Hızır Bey’s modern 

biographers represented him as the first mayor of Ottoman Istanbul.398 Necmeddin Arif Bey, 

one of the four council members, legitimized their proposal with reference to the location of 

Hızır Bey’s tomb being close to the new boulevard, and to the fact that many of the streets 

and neighborhoods of Istanbul were named after the leading statesmen of Mehmed II who had 

laid out the foundations of the Ottoman city.399 

 Even though some members objected to the idea of naming a street before its 

construction began, the council accepted the proposal.400 One could take this an ordinary 

instance of toponymical engineering. But when we juxtapose the proposal to name what 

would be the largest boulevard of the entire city after Hızır Bey with the political context 

surrounding the urban administration of Istanbul at the time, it is tempting to venture briefly 

into the realm of subtle and allegorical meanings.  

 From 1923 to 1925, the Istanbul press and the municipal council demanded the mayor 

of Istanbul be popularly elected rather than appointed by the government. A mayor who 

would be responsible directly to the inhabitants of the city that elected him would be more 

effective, many commentators argued. The council established a commission of lawyers, 

which drafted a bill for the reform of urban administration in Istanbul and submitted it to the 

parliament.401 The local press largely backed the demand for reform in urban administration, 

particularly during the first failed trial for multi-party politics in 1925, recruiting the 

                                                
398 Rakım Ziyaoğlu, Hızır Bey Çelebi: ilk İstanbul kadısı ve belediye başkanı (İstanbul: Türkiye Turing ve 
Otomobil Kurumu, 1976) 
399 Ibid., 284.   
400 Ibid., 284-285.  
401 İstanbul Şehrinin Islahat-ı Belediyesi’ne Dair Layiha (İstanbul: Hüsn-ü Tabiyyet Matbaası, 1339-1341 
[1923-1925]) Also see footnote 92.    
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Progressive Republican Party, the short-lived opposition party, for the cause.402 Fueling the 

aspirations for local autonomy in the first few years of the republic was both the genuine 

belief in the superiority of popular election over appointment, and the concerns for the 

formidable power and prestige of Mustafa Kemal Paşa that was likely to throw the nascent 

state into the path of administrative centralization. Even though the municipal council, whose 

members were elected by the people of Istanbul, was a truly local body, it was often at odds 

with the mayor over issues of urban administration. Making popular election the basis of the 

mayor’s legitimacy would turn the municipality into a bulwark institution against the national 

government’s intrusions into local autonomy.   

 The haste of the council members to name a street before it even emerged becomes 

more meaningful in light of these political circumstances. Through a fait accompli a month 

before the arrival of Ali Haydar Bey, the first mayor appointed by Ankara, the municipal 

council sought to preempt the naming of the most important artery of Istanbul after Mustafa 

Kemal Paşa, the strongest man in the country whose growing power jeopardized the 

aspirations for local autonomy in urban administration.403 By naming it, instead, after the 

“first Ottoman mayor” of Istanbul back in the fifteenth century, the council asserted the 

significance of the post, which was as vital for the city as its largest boulevard.  

 A tale about Hızır Bey encourages us to push forward a more allegorical reading of 

street naming. According to this tale, which was set within the early years of the Ottoman rule 

in Istanbul in the mid-fifteenth century, Mehmed II (r. 1451-1481) had commissioned an 

architect for his mosque complex, which he aspired to surpass Hagia Sophia in scale and 

                                                
402 “Vekiller Doyuran Bir Şehremini,” Tevhid-i Efkar, January 6, 1925; “Şehremini Hakkında Tahkikat 
Başlatıldı,” “Şehremini Cemiyet-i Belediyede Söz de mi Söyletmeyecek?” Tevhid-i Efkar, January 8, 1925. For 
an opposite view defending the status quo, see Yunus Nadi, “Şehremini,” Cumhuriyet, January 15, 1925.   
403 It is interesting to note a similar attempt to name the same boulevard a decade earlier, at a time when the 
project was first prepared but before even the necessary expropriations were carried out. Mayor Cemil Paşa, who 
was serving his first term in office (1912-1914) at the time, remarks in his memoirs that he was approached to 
name the future boulevard after one of the leading figures of the Committee of Union and Progress. Cemil 
Topuzlu, İstibdat-Meşrutiyet-Cumhuriyet Devirlerinde 80 Yıllık Hatıralarım, eds. Hüsrev Hatemi and Aykut 
Kazancıgil (İstanbul: İşaret Yayınları, 2010), 194-195.  
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splendor. The result, however, was far from meeting the sultan’s demand. Mehmed II accused 

the architect of shortening the formidably long columns brought from Egypt. The latter’s 

defense that he aimed to make the mosque resistant to earthquakes [indeed, an earthquake 

destroyed the mosque in the eighteenth century] did not save his hands from being severed 

from his body. The architect went to Hızır Bey, the kadı of Istanbul, and sued the sultan for 

his disproportionate punishment inflicted without a trial. When the sultan arrived at the court, 

Hızır Bey treated him as a regular defendant, found him guilty, and ruled that his hands be 

severed in retribution unless the plaintiff agreed for a deal. The parties reached a deal, and the 

sultan’s hands were only saved by blood money. At the end of the tale, Mehmed II announced 

he would have had Hızır Bey killed had the latter privileged him because he was the sultan. In 

response, Hızır Bey declared that, had Mehmed II not recognized the justice of the court, it 

was him who would have had the sultan killed. 

 Two versions of this tale are still in circulation, basically an identity-blind one and a 

Christianophobic one. The version we find in the travelogue of the seventeenth century 

traveler Evliya Çelebi, which falls in the first category, do not give the name of the kadı at 

all.404 The second version identifies the kadı as Hızır Bey, and represents the architect as a 

pitiable Christian stunned by the impartiality of Muslim justice.405 In fact, having served as 

the kadı of Istanbul for only five years until his death in 1458, Hızır Bey was definitely not 

the kadı in this tale, which, if it were at all authentic, would have taken place sometime 

between 1462 and 1470 when the mosque of Mehmed II was under construction.406 

Nevertheless, regardless of the authenticity of the tale, what interests us is its circulation in 

                                                
404 Evliya Çelebi Seyahatnamesi, Vol. 1 (İstanbul: Yapı Kredi Yayınları, 1996), 58-59. The English translation 
of Evliya´s version of the tale can be found here: Evliya Çelebi, Narrative of Travels in Europe, Asia, and 
Africa, in the Seventeenth Century, trans. by Joseph von Hammer (London : Printed for the Oriental translation 
fund of Great Britain and Ireland; sold by Parbury, Allen, & Co., 1834) (2012 printing), 68-69. 
405 http://www.yeniasya.com.tr/elif/hizir-celebi-hizir-bey_143712 (Accessed April 5, 2018)  
406 For the mosque of Mehmed II, see Çiğdem Kafesçioğlu, Constantinopolis/Istanbul: Cultural Encounter, 
Imperial Vision, and the Construction of the Ottoman Capital (University Park: Pennsylvania State University 
Press, 2009) For a reliable monograph on Hızır Bey, see A. Süheyl Ünver, Kadıköyüne Ünvanı Verilen Hızır Bey 
Çelebi: Hayatı ve Eserleri, 810-863 (1407-1459) (İstanbul: Nümune Matbaası, 1944).   
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the late Ottoman and early republican Istanbul (Evliya Çelebi’s travelogue was in print in its 

original language since 1843, selections had appeared in English in 1834407) and the very 

likely familiarity of the municipal council members with it. What we have is a municipal 

council fearing government encroachment in local administration, and naming the largest 

artery of the city after the “first ever mayor” of the city, who, according to the tale, assumed 

judiciary powers and ruled the severing of the sultan’s hands.    

 Aside from the Mustafa Kemal Paşa Boulevard, there were two more notable projects 

of opening or enlarging thoroughfares in Istanbul during the 1920s. One was the coastal street 

between Üsküdar and Beykoz along the Anatolian shores of the Bosphorus, which entailed 

the expropriation of around one hundred and fifty buildings in 1924 and 1925.408 The second 

was the Fatih-Edirnekapı artery, which ran perpendicular to the Mustafa Kemal Paşa 

Boulevard until the land walls nearby Kariye Mosque (originally Byzantine church of Chora). 

Just like the Mustafa Kemal Paşa Boulevard, this new boulevard had been planned before the 

Balkan Wars but remained unexecuted for more than a decade.409 Named after Fevzi Paşa, the 

chief of staff and a hero of the Independence War, the boulevard was inaugurated in 1929 

after three years of work, which involved the expropriation of one hundred and forty 

buildings.410 As part of its concession contract, the Tram Company met part of the expenses 

and inaugurated a new tramline running on the boulevard. During the inauguration ceremony, 

the mayor Muhittin Bey emphasized the dilapidation of the area before the boulevard project. 

His remarks perfectly represented both the perceptions of the miserable urban environment 

and the projects seeking to modernize the city: 

                                                
407 Uğur Demir, “Yasaklanan ve Sansürlenen Bir Kitabın Macerası: Evliyâ Çelebi Seyâhatnâmesi’nin İlk 
Baskıları,” Osmanlı Araştırmaları/The Journal of Ottoman Studies 46 (2015), 193-212.	 
408 “Boğazın Her İki Sahilinde Açılan Yeni Caddeler,” İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası, 15 (November 
1341/1925), 142-143.  
409 “İstanbul Şehrinde İmar ve Tanzim Faaliyetleri,” 335-337, İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası, 58 (Haziran 
1929), 333-346.  
410 Ibid., 343.  
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In these districts, whose incredibly narrow, crooked, and tortuous streets were often 
defined by tombs, it was impossible to access enough air and light, essential 
requirements for health and life. Each dark corner, as if they were bogeys, instilled 
fear, gloom, and sickness to the hearts. With the development of civilized needs in our 
people, it turned out that going from somewhere in Istanbul to Edirnekapı became 
analogous to going to a pilgrimage through a labyrinth.411 

 
 Muhittin Bey stressed that the rich left the district after the great fires to the poor 

inhabitants, “the most hardworking and purest citizens” who “had to endure deprivation and 

hardships for years.” The project, he continued, was fuelled by the republican regime’s 

principle to “give everyone their rights, eliminate hardship in the lives of its true children, and 

provide the works of civilization that the citizens living in the other sections of the city 

enjoy.”412 The populism of the mayor’s speech remained a theme of early republican 

urbanism, which, as we will see below, its critics also employed turning it against the 

municipality and mayors. Muhittin Bey’s “bogeys” continued to haunt the residents of 

Istanbul throughout the 1930s and 1940s. 

 

Conclusion  

Istanbul was a decrepit city on the eve of the republican period. Ernest Hemingway, 

the young correspondent of the Toronto Stars visiting the city in the autumn of 1922, reported 

on the narrow and dusty streets, which became river-like and muddy when it rained.413 Only 

two main streets existed in Istanbul, Hemingway added, and these were hardly better than 

alleys. Although many of these issues survived into the mid-1930s, Istanbul’s urban 

environment was in a state of flux during this period. Large swaths of the burnt areas that had 

been abandoned in the 1910s were rebuilt, and masonry buildings increasingly replaced the 

                                                
411 Ibid., 339-340. 
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413 Ernest Hemingway, “Old Constan,” 309, in Dateline: Toronto. The Complete Toronto Star Dispatches 1920-
1924, Ernest Hemingway, ed. William White (Scribner Classics, New York, 1985), 308-310. Originally 
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age-old wooden fabric. Modern apartment buildings mushrooming in the Taksim-Şişli axis 

introduced a fresh new architectural and spatial vocabulary, which would gradually dominate 

the residential landscape of the entire city. A number of public buildings with municipal 

functions left their imprint on the urban environment, as well as regulating the production, 

consumption, and taxation of foodstuff. Two public statues as well as a new urban namescape 

symbolically claimed the city for the Turkish nation. Finally, a few key thoroughfares were 

either inaugurated or partially completed. Equally importantly, a comprehensive reform in 

urban administration turned the municipality into a legally and financially stronger institution 

than ever before, enabling it to carry out large-scale urban interventions from the late 1930s 

onwards.  

 A vibrant culture of negotiation informed all these transformations. Within and across 

institutions, as well as in the local public sphere, urban projects were discussed, contested, 

and negotiated. In these debates, its residents expressed their perceptions of Istanbul’s plight, 

and articulated their demands for a modern city. At the same time, they jealously protected 

few modern spaces Istanbul had acquired during the past few decades preceding the 

republican period. The next chapter undertakes a detailed analysis of two moments in the 

1920s that involved projects jeopardizing the major squares of Istanbul, and of how people of 

Istanbul stood against these projects.     
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Chapter 3: Who Owns the Public Squares?  

  

Introduction 

 “This public square belongs to us.” One could mistake this for a slogan oft-chanted 

during protests against urban projects jeopardizing public squares in Turkey over the past 

decade. But this is Ziya Molla Bey, a member of the Istanbul Municipal Council, speaking 

during a council meeting on the first day of 1925. In the name of all the elected 

representatives of the people of Istanbul in the council, he criticized the mayor Emin Bey for 

failing to prevent the encroachments of the Istanbul Tram Company, a foreign-owned 

concessionary company which had recently installed a roundabout of rails in the middle of the 

Beyazıt Square, and asserted their right to the public squares: “Nobody can intervene in [the 

square] without our knowledge and authorization.”414       

 This chapter examines two controversies over major public squares triggered by the 

municipality’s project to build a chemical analysis center in Sultanahmet Square, and the 

Istanbul Tram Company’s project to install rails in Beyazıt Square, respectively. These 

relatively minor projects met with fierce opposition at the Istanbul Municipal Council for they 

both involved carving up space from the public squares. While the controversy over the 

Sultanahmet Square was settled within an hour in 1923, the Beyazıt Square controversy lasted 

between 1924 and 1926, and featured extensively in local newspapers. This chapter tracks the 

trajectories of these two controversies down to their minute details. It demonstrates that the 

council members and local newspapers closely monitored urban interventions, raised public 

awareness about them, and spearheaded the opposition to controversial projects. The detailed 

analysis of these controversies furnishes us with insights into the actual mechanisms of early 

republican urbanism, in which local participation and the encounters between different 

                                                
414 Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, 1 Ekim 1340-29 Ocak 1341 (İstanbul: Şehremaneti Matbaası, 
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imaginations of modern city played a major role. We also see that the debates over the public 

squares were not confined to the professional realm of architects and bureaucrats, but 

pervaded the municipal council and the local newspapers. The council members and 

journalists elaborately articulated the concepts of hygiene, aesthetics, and modernity to make 

the argument for large, well-defined, and unhindered public squares in Istanbul. Finally, the 

case of the Beyazıt Square illustrates the challenges of urban administration and urban 

transformation in early republican Istanbul, which we have examined in the previous chapter. 

Competing local, national, and foreign agendas, represented by the council, government, and 

the Tram Company, respectively, were at play throughout the controversy. As multiple parties 

staked their claims to the square, one question remained permanent: Who owns the public 

squares?   

 

A Moment of Crisis 
 
 The meeting of the Istanbul Municipal Council on November 4, 1923, began with a 

proposal submitted by two council members, Osman Sahib Bey and Hasan Fehmi Bey. The 

short proposal was as follows: “We see that foundations for a chemical analysis center were 

laid right next to the Ayasofya Hamamı, which could not be demolished [during the opening 

of the Sultanahmet Square] due to its architectural value […]. We propose the square be 

preserved and the chemical analysis center be built elsewhere.”415 Because the mayor Haydar 

Bey was absent at the moment, some of the council members suggested the proposal be 

discussed during the next meeting. But the majority argued that the issue was too urgent to 

postpone, and the council decided to summon Haydar Bey to inquire about the project and 

express their opposition.  

                                                
415 Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, Altıncı Devre-i İntihabiye, İkinci İçtima. 1 Teşrini Evvel 1339-6 
Şubat 1340 (İstanbul: Şehremaneti Matbaası, 1341 [1925]), 215. The hamam in question is a sixteenth century 
building, also known as Haseki Hürrem Sultan Hamamı, designed by Sinan.  
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 The mayor arrived after a short while. Osman Sahib Bey restated that there was no 

room for a building in the area, which should remain as a part of the square. In his response, 

Haydar Bey argued that the new building would be built right next to the Ayasofya Hamamı, 

not in the middle of the square, which, therefore, would still encompass a large area. The new 

building, he continued, would also embellish the square rather than impair its aesthetic 

quality.416 The council members were not convinced. Ziya Molla Bey, who was actually an 

admirer of the mayor’s performance during the past couple of months, declared that he did not 

desire to see this “imprudent” project be implemented during Haydar Bey’s tenure. He added 

that this historical square was formed with great difficulties and expenses at a time when the 

resources of the municipality were much scarcer. Therefore, Ziya Molla Bey concluded, it had 

to be preserved at all costs.417   

 The regularization of the Sultanahmet Square that Ziya Molla Bey and Osman Sahib 

Bey referred to had taken place between 1912 and 1914 during the Second Constitutional Era. 

The administrative, religious, and ceremonial hub of the Ottoman capital, the Sultanahmet 

area included the Topkapı Palace (left for the lesser members of the dynasty after 1856), 

Ayasofya Mosque, Sultanahmet Mosque, vestiges of the Roman hippodrome, and several 

administrative buildings and historical monuments of various types and scales (Figure 32). 

The project to create a modern square in the area was cumbersome due, first, to the vast 

number of private buildings that had surrounded the monuments over the centuries, which 

necessitated large funds for confiscation, and, second, to the presence of historical 

monuments such as the Ayasofya Hamamı located in the middle of the square. The 

protagonist of the project, Cemil Paşa, the mayor of Istanbul at the time, was bitterly 

criticized for his indifference to historical monuments. Even though he was in favor of 

demolishing the Ayasofya Hamamı, the fierce opposition of the Association to Preserve Old 

                                                
416 Ibid., 217.  
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Monuments forced Cemil Paşa to leave it untouched.418 (Figure 121) According to Cemil 

Paşa, the survival of the hamam in the middle of the square was incongruous with the modern 

public square he envisaged, which would have been similar to the Place de la Concorde. Yet, 

it was not only the location of the hamam that jeopardized the “modern” character of the 

square. The vast open area in the heart of the Sultanahmet area was not geometrically and 

uniformly defined. It lacked buildings that would have surrounded it, maintaining, at the same 

time, a harmonious stylistic relationship to one another. As it was, the Sultanahmet Square 

was neither a square nor a park in the modern, western European sense of the terms.    

 

Figure 32: Aerial photograph of the Sultanahmet area. The double domed structure between 
the Sultanahmet Mosque (center) and Hagia Sophia (background) is Haseki Hürrem Hamam. 
The colossal modern building to its right is the Palace of Justice. To the left of the 
Sultanahmet Mosque is the Byzantine Hippodrome/Ottoman Horse Square (At Meydanı).  
(Circa 1920s) (After Mustafa Cezar, 2002)  
 

 The members of the municipal council were aware of the unorthodox character of the 

Sultanahmet Square. Nüzhet Bey, the only member who explicitly supported the project to 

build a chemical analysis center next to the hamam, remarked: “A square is [an] orderly 
                                                
418 Cemil Topuzlu, İstibdat-Meşrutiyet-Cumhuriyet Devirlerinde 80 Yıllık Hatıralarım, eds. Hüsrev Hatemi and 
Aykut Kazancıgil (İstanbul: İşaret Yayınları, 2010), 183. Also see Chapter 5.   
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[space]. There exists human habitation around [the buildings that define it]. [...] but this is not 

what we have here. There is a hamam on one edge, and a road cuts through the square.”419 He 

argued that the historical section of the square was actually the west of the Sultanahmet 

Mosque, which roughly corresponded to the Roman Hippodrome. The building project, 

Nüzhet Bey stated, involved the eastern section of the square, and “if the building is executed 

in a charming (dilnişîn) style, it would embellish the square and elevate its prestige.”420   

Nüzhet Bey was completely marginalized by the rest of the council members that were firmly 

against the project. Many of them cherished the memory of the square’s making about ten 

years ago as a modern space. İhsan Bey, who represented the Anadoluhisarı district, claimed 

that the creation of modern squares around the city was the highest achievement of the 

municipality at that time, the period between 1912 and 1914 when Cemil Paşa was the mayor 

of Istanbul. He reminded that the open spaces (meydanlık) in Üsküdar, Beyazıt, and Fatih had 

previously been filthy: “When we passed by these meydanlıks, the youth of the time like 

myself would always feel the need to put an end to this [state of filth], and turn them into 

gardens (bahçe).”421 I would like to single out two points from İhsan Bey’s remarks. The first 

involves his use of the terms “square” (meydan) and “garden” (bahçe) interchangeably. In his 

following remarks, İhsan Bey also uses the term “park” to define the Sultanahmet Square. The 

confusion of terms that stood for the Sultanahmet Square speaks both to the specificities and 

irregularities of the space, which included green sections, and to a larger issue with the 

abstract notion of “square,” which was often taken to be any large, open space within an 

urban environment. In fact, Cemil Paşa had been aware of the differences between his two 

major projects of the 1910s, the Gülhane Park and the Sultanahmet Square. He called the 

former simply as “garden” (bağçe), while he qualified the Sultanahmet area as “garden called 

                                                
419 Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, Altıncı Devre-i İntihabiye, İkinci İçtima. 1 Teşrini Evvel 1339-6 
Şubat 1340 (İstanbul: Şehremaneti Matbaası, 1341 [1925]), 219.  
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Square” (Squar tabir edilen bağçe).422 Despite Cemil Paşa’s clarification, the difference 

between the two spaces often remained unrecognized from a terminological point of view in 

the 1920s. Nevertheless, the contributors to the debates over both the Sultanahmet Square and 

Beyazıt Square were largely aware of the notion of public square in modern urbanism. The 

second point in relation to İhsan Bey’s remarks involves his juxtaposition of the state of the 

squares before and after Cemil Paşa’s regularization. By referring to how the deplorable state 

of Istanbul’s squares used to embarrass his generation, who had craved for remaking them 

along modern lines, İhsan Bey stressed that these long-awaited, modern spaces had been 

formed only after formidable expenses and bureaucratic struggles, and therefore, they could 

not be compromised. The jealousy of protecting the modern spaces of Istanbul was endemic 

in the council as well as in the larger public sphere of early republican Istanbul. To wrap up 

İhsan Bey’s remarks, he argued that, in principle, if the area had to remain as a square, no 

building could be erected there. Consequently, he continued, the question of whether a new 

building next to the Ayasofya Hamamı would embellish the square or not was principally and 

essentially out of place.423   

 Refik Bey, another council member, also used the term garden (bahçe) to define the 

Sultanahmet Square. A doctor and the director of the Bacteriology Institute, he prioritized the 

issue of hygiene over those of aesthetics, historical patrimony, and municipal law: “It is well-

known to you, distinguished gentlemen, that gardens serve more to public health (sıhhat-ı 

umumiye) than embellishment. Our city has much fewer gardens compared to civilized 

(mütemeddin) cities. We should create as many gardens as possible.”424 Refik Bey was firmly 

against the building project, demanding, instead, that trees be planted in the square. He 
                                                
422 Osman Nuri, İstanbul Şehreminleri (İstanbul: İşaret Yayınları, 2007), 477.  
423 Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, Altıncı Devre-i İntihabiye, İkinci İçtima. 1 Teşrini Evvel 1339-6 
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concluded that the hamam was completely useless where it was, and he hoped it would one 

day be demolished. Refik Bey’s intervention is crucial since the issue of public hygiene was 

omnipresent in debates over the urban transformation of Istanbul in general and the squares 

and parks of the city in particular. It was not only the technocrats, bureaucrats, and 

intellectuals who employed the discourse of hygiene in early republican Istanbul. As I will 

mention below, the ordinary residents of the city also employed the same discourse in their 

own, effective ways to demand modern spaces through petitions or via their representatives in 

the council.    

Speaking from a legal perspective, Saadettin Ferid Bey, a lawyer by profession, 

argued that the building project was at odds with the confiscation regulations according to 

which the area had been designed a decade ago. He reminded that the legal ground of the 

confiscation was based on the notion of common good, which stemmed from the use of the 

area as a public square. According to Saadettin Ferid Bey, this legal context precluded any 

form of settlement in the Sultanahmet Square. Moreover, Saadettin Ferid Bey, just as Doctor 

Refik Bey, was in favor of the demolition of the hamam. He referred to an obscure example 

from Italy to legitimize the elimination of a Roman hamam: “We see in Roman history that 

although they were jealous of their historical monuments, even the Italians demolished that 

[?] hamam.”425 Saadettin Ferid Bey also used the terms “square” and “park” interchangeably, 

but a little more carefully than did İhsan Bey and Refik Bey. While he called the large empty 

space proper as square, Saadettin Ferid Bey stated he would welcome the transformation of 

the area between the Ayasofya Mosque and Sultanahmet Mosque into a park. He also 

envisioned the upper slopes of the hill between the southern section of the square and the 

Marmara Sea be incorporated into the square as well. Because this specific location is right 

                                                
425 Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, Altıncı Devre-i İntihabiye, İkinci İçtima. 1 Teşrini Evvel 1339-6 
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next to the area between the two mosques, hence an extension of the whole open space, one 

could surmise that Saadettin Ferid Bey used the terms square and park interchangeably. The 

addition of this section to the park/square would have entailed the demolition of the colossal 

Palace of Justice, a nineteenth century neo-classical building, which had been, as Saadettin 

Ferid Bey put it, “built as a boil [çıban] on Istanbul.” Saadettin Ferid Bey’s proposal quickly 

brings to mind Henri Prost’s project for an Archaeological Park dated 1938 (see Chapter 6). 

Prost’s project comprised the site on which the Palace of Justice stood until 1933 when it was 

destroyed by fire (see Chapter 5). The archaeological park was based on the idea of displaying 

the findings of archaeological excavations in situ.426 However, Saadettin Ferid Bey 

legitimized his proposal by referring to the need to clear up the area between the two great 

mosques. The need to respect these mosques, and increase their visibility and monumentality 

informed the objections of many council members to the chemical analysis center project. It 

found its clearest expression in the words of Osman Sahib Bey, who, contrary to the legal, 

hygienic, and aesthetic discourses the previous speakers in the session employed, was 

straightforward to the degree of sounding naive: “It is a sin to build anything between these 

mosques.”427   

 The resoluteness of the opposition to the project in the council led Haydar Bey to 

declare that the chemical analysis center would be built elsewhere, and the square would be 

preserved as such (Figure 33).428 The mayor was assiduous in building a harmonious working 

relationship with the council from the very beginning of his tenure a few months earlier. 

Mindful that he needed the municipal budget to be approved by the council in order to carry 

out his projects, Haydar Bey avoided alienating the council members, and sought to 
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incorporate them into decision-making processes. At the end of the debate, he stated he would 

not insist on the project due to the council’s opposition, and left the chamber. The 

cancellation of the project was a major triumph for the council members. It elevated their self-

confidence to challenge, in their capacity as the representatives of the people of Istanbul, 

critical urban projects that the Ankara-appointed mayors sought to carry out. The negotiation 

between the mayor and the council members unveils the diverse notions of modern city, 

public square, hygiene, and historical monument that the council members articulated. Now I 

turn to Beyazıt Square controversy that also provides insights into these notions. There is, 

however, a lot more at stake in Beyazıt, which involved, in addition to the mayor and council 

members, a foreign concessionary company, the direct intervention of the national 

government in Ankara, and the day-to-day monitoring of the local press.    

 
Figure 33: Chemical Analysis Center Building, Fatih, 1924. (After Osman Nuri, Cumhuriyet 
ve İstanbul’un Mahalli İdaresi)   
 
“A Most Precious Square” 
 
 The Beyazıt Square controversy was triggered by a project that the Istanbul Tram 

Company initiated in December 1924. The project involved the building of rails around the 



 
 

181 

elliptic pool in the middle of the square (Figure 34 and 35). The roundabout of rails would 

enable trams to maneuver and change direction. It would therefore contribute to the flow of 

public transportation. Roughly in the middle of the historical peninsula, the Beyazıt Square 

was a perfect site for building this roundabout, the Tram Company claimed. Also, the 

scientific committee of the municipality approved the project, and the mayor Emin Bey 

personally endorsed it. However, once the members of the Istanbul Municipal Council noticed 

the implementation of rails, they objected to the project at a council meeting. This was the 

beginning of a long-lasting crisis that went beyond the council chamber, and occupied the 

press as well as the national government for the next several months. It led to a highly 

complicated legal stalemate that involved concessionary companies, municipal law, and the 

incongruences between the current republican legal system and that of the former Ottoman 

regime during its final years under allied occupation. The legal chaos that stemmed from the 

roundabout project illustrates the crisis of urban administration in early republican Istanbul. 

The struggle for local agency in urban transformation informed the controversy from the very 

beginning. The debates that surrounded the project are precious to understand notions of 

modern city, public square, urban aesthetics, and municipal autonomy that circulated in the 

local public sphere of early republican Istanbul.  

 The Beyazıt Square (the Roman Forum Tauri) was about a mile west of the 

Sultanahmet Square. Two moments were critical in terms of the changing morphology of the 

square during the Ottoman Empire. The first involved the building of the Old Palace and the 

Complex of Beyazıt II during the first fifty years of the Ottoman rule from the mid-fifteenth 

to the early sixteenth century.429 The palace and the individual buildings of Beyazıt’s complex 

(mosque, medrese, soup-kitchen, and hamam) carved up major sections of the former Forum 

Tauri. The second critical moment in the Ottoman history of the square was the nineteenth 
                                                
429 Çiğdem Kafesçioğlu, Constantinopolis/Istanbul: Cultural Encounter, Imperial Vision, and the Construction 
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century regularizations, most importantly the creation of the ministry of war compound out of 

the Old Palace, which axially delimited the square on the north.430 The Ordu Street (Roman 

Mese) also defined the southern end of the square on an axis. Even though the individual 

buildings of the Beyazıt II Complex provided certain contours on its eastern and western 

limits, the Beyazıt Square’s boundaries were as porous as those of the Sultanahmet Square. 

Sloping southward considerably, the topography of the square was irregular as well. In the 

final analysis, the Beyazıt Square of the mid-1920s, just as the Sultanahmet Square, was a far 

cry from the modern public squares in Europe.      

 Its irregularities and idiosyncrasies notwithstanding, the Beyazıt Square was a rare 

open space in early republican Istanbul; “a most precious and most important public square,” 

as Rıfat Bey, a member of the Istanbul Municipal Council, put it.431 The resistance of the 

council members to the Tram Company’s project was unanimously stiff. They vocally 

criticized the Tram Company as well as the mayor Emin Bey, who was in favor of the project. 

The members promptly dismissed the mayor’s defense of the roundabout on the grounds that 

it would ameliorate the quality of public transportation. Saadettin Ferid Bey was the most 

laconic critic: “[A] need can only be fulfilled on condition that it does not violate public 

interest (maslahat).”432 He meant by this abstract legal postulation that the need to ameliorate 

the quality of public transportation could not jeopardize the beauty of the square and people’s 

right to benefit from it. This was December 17, 1924; the first time the council members 

discussed the project. The relatively calmer tone of the discussion in this meeting, dominated 

by exchanges of thoughts about potential aesthetic and safety issues turned acrimonious in the 

next meeting a week later. Remarks against the Tram Company and the mayor went bitter, 
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Şehremaneti Matbaası, 1926), 412.  
432 Ibid., 413.  



 
 

183 

and remained so during the next several months. Council members condemned the company’s 

disregard of Turkish legal regulations and of their will as the representatives of Istanbul 

residents, and the mayor’s endorsement of the company and the project. As the issue 

remained on top of the council’s agenda during the following weeks, criticisms and 

accusations went ever harsher, and the legal situation that surrounded the project got ever 

more complex and convoluted.     

 The most vocal critic of the project was Velid Bey, the belligerent owner and chief 

columnist of Tevhid-i Efkar newspaper. During the December 24 meeting, he underlined that 

he had also opposed the project for a pool in Beyazıt Square, started earlier in the same year 

by the previous mayor, Ali Haydar Bey.433 (Figure 33 and 34) Velid Bey added the 

roundabout would have destroyed whatever beauty left off the square, which was “the most 

beautiful of the city.” The Tram Company, he estimated, would turn the roundabout into a 

station for its old and poor quality vehicles.434 According to Velid Bey, the roundabout with 

stationed vehicles would constitute a painful sight due to its position right in front of “the 

historical gate, an exquisite monument,” the Islamic-revivalist, triumphal arched gate of the 

ministry of war inaugurated in 1864. During the same meeting, many other members of the 

council raised their critical voices against the project. For example, Ali Rıza Bey remarked 

that the project would violate the ‘honor of the square.’435 Responding to the mayor who had 

pointed out the approval of the project by the municipal scientific committee, Necati Bey 

emphasized that this was not a matter of science but a matter of taste: “I am convinced that 

the roundabout constitutes an ugly sight, and violates the beauty of the square. Every single 

                                                
433 Even though the pool was built in 1924, its inauguration ceremony took place in 1926. Two mayors, Haydar 
Bey who had initiated the project and Muhittin Bey who inaugurated it, led the ceremony together. Muhittin Bey 
pointed out both the aesthetic and functional quality of the pool, beautifying the square and providing water for 
firefighters at once. “Havuzun Küşad Töreni,” Cumhuriyet, March 28, 1926; “Bayezid Havuzunun Resm-i 
Küşadı,” İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası, 20 (April 1926), 289. 
434 Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, 1 Teşrin-i Evvel 1340-29 Kanun-u Sani 1341 (İstanbul: 
Şehremaneti Matbaası, 1926), 426.   
435 Ibid., 430. 
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person I have talked to so far is with me on that.”436 On the other hand, Nüzhet Bey contended 

that the Tram Company must take into account the will of people’s representatives, and 

remove the roundabout.437 The debate concluded with the council taking the decision to stop 

the project. Emin Bey stated he would consult with the legal and technical experts to reassess 

the appropriateness of the roundabout, and report back to the council next week.     

 
 

Figure 34: Beyazıt Square, featuring two interventions from the 1920s, the elliptic pool and 
the tramline circling around it. (SALT Research) 

                                                
436 Ibid., 431.  
437 Ibid. 



 
 

185 

 

 Figure 35: Beyazıt Square, aerial photograph, circa 1936. Tramline circling around 
the pool is visible. (Henri Prost Archives.)       
 
  

During the next meeting on December 31, 1924, Emin Bey returned to the roundabout 

issue with a map in his hand.438 The map, he said, proved that the Tram Company had 

obtained authorization for the project from the Ottoman Ministry of Public Works even before 

the construction of the pool. Necati Bey interrupted him and asked the date of the map, which 

proved to be September 26, 1338 (1922). Only then Emin Bey announced the document was 

not legally binding since the republican regime had declared null and void any document that 

the Ottoman government issued during the Occupation Period (16 March 1920-4 November 

1922).439 Including several lawyers and legal experts, the council members quickly 

                                                
438 Ibid., 450.  
439 In fact, the Occupation had virtually started earlier. It became official on March 16, 1920. The Ottoman 
Parliament was dissolved two days later, but the government remained in power. It was this government whose 
decisions were declared null and void by Ankara. For the context that surrounded the Ankara Government’s 



 
 

186 

overturned Emin Bey’s tactic to convince them of the inevitability of the project through a 

document of whose invalidity he was actually mindful. This cost the mayor the confidence of 

the council members, who turned ever more aggressively critical, and repeatedly reminded 

him of his backfired tactic in the later meetings.  

 During the same session, council members brought up a recent coverage by the press 

that haunted later meetings on the issue as well: despite the order of the municipality to halt 

the construction of the roundabout, the Tram Company completed it overnight by employing 

about a hundred workers. Indeed, newspapers of opposing political positions reported the 

news with an explicitly condemning tone (Figure 36-37). Pro-government Cumhuriyet’s title 

was “One Must Show the Tram Company Its Limits.”440 It informed its readers that the 

company undermined the municipality’s order to halt the construction. While Emin Bey 

refused to speak to Cumhuriyet, a council member informed the correspondent of the paper 

that the next council meeting was likely to witness heated debates, and that the council 

members were planning to make sure the company would pay for its unlawful act. On the 

other hand, anti-government Tevhid-i Efkar asked whether it was the company or the 

municipality that was in charge of the city.441 The paper employed an even harsher tone than 

Cumhuriyet, and appended a commentary paragraph to its coverage. In this paragraph, 

Tevhid-i Efkar contended that the company’s fait accompli was against the municipal council, 

the municipality, the city, and the law: “We know what the immunity of foreign capital 

means. However, a foreign company cannot abuse its immunity to the point of undermining a 

country’s municipal council, written order of the mayor, and the life and interests of the city. 

If it does, it becomes a government within the government.” The paper asked the mayor not 

                                                                                                                                                   
move to declare Istanbul Government’s decisions during the Occupation Period null, see Rıdvan Akın, TBMM 
Devleti (1920-1923) (İstanbul: İletişim Yayınları, 2001), 385-388.   
440 “Tramvay Kumpanyasına Haddini Bildirmek Lazım,” Cumhuriyet, December 30, 1924.  
441 “Tramvay Şirketi Şımardı. Tramvay Şirketi mi Amir Yoksa Emanet mi?” Tevhid-i Efkar, December 30, 
1924. Other newspapers also covered the controversy. See, for example, “Bayezid’de Yapılmakta Olan Tramvay 
Makası Meydanın Güzelliğini İhlal Ediyor mu?” Tanin, December 25, 1924.   
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only to undo the roundabout, but also sue the company so as to assure the “immunity of 

people.” Otherwise, it concluded, the “spoilt attitude” of the Tram Company would only be 

the beginning of greater scandals.     

 

Figure 36: “A Rightful Rebellion Against the Tram Company. The Company's Project to 
Build a Roundabout Around the Beyazıt Pool Will Be Suspended.” [“Tramvay Kumpanyası 
Aleyhinde Haklı Bir İsyan. Kumpanyanın Bayezid Havuzu Etrafındaki Kavis İnşaatı Tatil 
Edilecek,”] Cumhuriyet, December 25, 1924.      
  

 

Figure 37: “Bayezid Square is Being Damaged!” [“Bayezid Meydanı Tahrib Ediliyor!”] 
Tevhid-i Efkar, December 25, 1924.    
 



 
 

188 

 The legal status and foreign ownership of the Tram Company remained at the center 

of the Beyazıt Square Controversy from the beginning. The reputation of concessionary 

companies was always low ever since they embarked on their services in Istanbul in the 

second half of the nineteenth century. The major sources of public discontent involved high 

prices and poor quality of services, which remained much-revisited themes in newspaper 

reports, op-eds, and cartoons from the final decades of the Ottoman Empire to the early 

republican period.442 From 1923 onwards, the foreign ownership of concessionary companies 

also came to the fore in public criticism. The anti-foreign tone is noteworthy given the 

persistence of liberal economic principles throughout the 1920s (it would not have been 

surprising in the 1930s when the statist economic paradigm of that decade entailed the 

nationalization of the concessionaries).443 Emin Bey put it simply that foreign capital was of 

critical significance at the time: “[...] we are in sore need of capital, gentlemen.”444 Ali Rıza 

Bey, a council member, acknowledged that Turkey was dependent on foreign capital, but he 

argued that the foreign companies must respect Turkish laws, orders of the municipality, and 

sensibilities of people.445  

 It would not be too far-fetched to seek connection between the anti-foreign motif that 

informed criticisms of the Tram Company and the decades-long subordination of the Ottoman 

economy to European capital. Having obtained their concessions at a time when the Ottoman 

Empire was under massive political and economic pressures, these companies quickly saw 

their status turning out to be incompatible with the post-war order. At the national level, the 

republican regime was intent on securing its unconditional independence in both political and 

economic senses of the term. At the local level, the council members sought to make sure 

                                                
442 See Chapter 2.  
443 Korkut Boratav, Türkiye İktisat Tarihi 1908-2009 (Ankara: İmge, 2015). 
444 Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, 1 Teşrin-i Evvel 1340-29 Kanun-u Sani 1341 (İstanbul: 
Şehremaneti Matbaası, 1926), 475. 
445 “Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediyede Gürültülü Bir Celse,” Cumhuriyet, January 12, 1925.  
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these companies were held accountable once they violated the terms of their concessions. It 

was not a coincidence that Tevhid-i Efkar brought up the issue of the legal immunity the 

concessionary companies enjoyed.446 The owner and chief columnist of the newspaper, Velid 

Bey, who was a vociferous critic of these companies in the municipal council, remarked: “It is 

impossible to tell the Tram Company, actually all foreign companies in Istanbul [about their 

duties]. They unavoidably abuse the rights we have conferred upon them. [Speaking to Emin 

Bey] You have understood this perfectly, and complained sadly of the Water Company’s 

[another concessionary company] theft.”447     

 For the members of the council, the abuses of concessionary companies conjured up 

the European encroachments on Ottoman political and economic sovereignty since the 

nineteenth century. Culminated in the Occupation of Istanbul between 1918 and 1923, this 

troubled history fuelled the anxieties of compromising Turkish national independence once 

again. In this respect, grievances against the concessionary companies often led local 

commentators to bring up the larger issues of Turkey’s national sovereignty, and its equality 

with the European countries from where these companies came. The council members and 

press reports often called for cherishing national dignity against the encroachments of the 

Tram Company. For example, Bedri Bey, a council member, censured the double standard of 

the company: while the company came from a democratic country, he argued, it undermined 

the will of people in Istanbul by completing the roundabout despite the order to halt its 

construction. His intervention perfectly reflected the prevalent mood at the council, as well as 

the mainstream public attitudes to Western Europe in post-war Turkey. It therefore deserves a 

lengthy quotation:   

 

                                                
446 “Tramvay Şirketi Şımardı. Tramvay Şirketi mi Amir Yoksa Emanet mi?” Tevhid-i Efkar, December 30, 
1924.  
447 Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, 1 Teşrin-i Evvel 1340-29 Kanun-u Sani 1341 (İstanbul: 
Şehremaneti Matbaası, 1926), 426.  
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According to my opinion, the municipal council consists of people’s representatives, 
and the desire of this council regarding everything that interests the people of the city 
is the manifestation of people’s sensibilities. Especially those who have come from 
foreign countries, which have appreciated the value of democracy, and set up 
companies or become company directors should have known that the administrative 
method of democracy has also been established in our country, and that the will of 
people reigns here as well. Even if the municipal council had been unjustified and this 
roundabout had been useful, it [the Tram Company] must have respected the order and 
halted the construction. It seems that the company wanted to test and examine the 
power and abilities of such councils in our country. It disdained our council with its 
insistence. Today, the removal of the roundabout is a matter of honor for us.448  

 

 Although Bedri Bey never mentioned the word colonial, one cannot help but 

remember the double standard (one for the métropole the other for the colonies) on which 

European colonial order predicated, from political administration and infrastructural works to 

education and urban planning.449 His remarks perfectly illustrate the Ottoman and Turkish 

aspirations to be recognized by Europeans as modern and civilized people. Bedri Bey 

denounced the company’s refusal to accept that the Turks had a municipal council where 

democratically elected representatives supervised the administration of their cities. He was 

not alone in this regard. Many other members stressed that the issue went beyond the square 

per se after the company’s defiance, and evolved into an issue of dignity and honor for the 

council. Velid Bey contended that it was not only a matter of honor, but also, more 

fundamentally, a matter of right: “I demand our right as the municipal council! [...] Bedri Bey 

said he would resign if the roundabout is not removed [...] I don’t break my fast because I got 

angry with the infidel.450 [...] On the contrary, as long as the roundabout remains in its place, I 

will never resign.”451 The council members did not only struggle against the Tram Company 

                                                
448 Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, 1 Teşrin-i Evvel 1340-29 Kanun-u Sani 1341 (İstanbul: 
Şehremaneti Matbaası, 1926), 533.  
449 For the colony-métropole dichotomy in colonialist paradigm, see Gwendolyn Wright, The Politics of Design 
in French Colonial Urbanism (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1991); Paul Rabinow, French 
Modern, Norms and Forms of The Social Environment (Cambridge and London: The MIT Press, 1989).   
450 “Gavura kızıp oruç bozmak.” A popular Muslim saying, which means giving up something because of an 
incidental reason. Emphasis mine. 
451 Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, 1 Teşrin-i Evvel 1340-29 Kanun-u Sani 1341 (İstanbul: 
Şehremaneti Matbaası, 1926), 542.  
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to have their rights over the city recognized. This was also a struggle for local rights against 

the national authority. 

 Throughout the controversy, the criticism the mayor Emin Bey underwent was even 

harsher than that targeted the Tram Company. The council members repeatedly reminded him 

that, as a bureaucrat, he could be appointed to another post anytime, but, as representatives of 

the people of Istanbul and as residents of the city themselves, they would remain in Istanbul. 

Even though Emin Bey adopted a more cooperative attitude during the later phases of the 

crisis, and promised to save the honor of the council members, the latter never forgot his 

initial defense of the project and the Tram Company, and his inability to force the company to 

halt the construction. They accused Emin Bey of demolishing several private buildings, 

whose owners were defenseless, but turning a blind eye on the lawlessness of the Tram 

Company, because it was a foreign establishment with strong connections.452  

 The council members consistently emphasized that the city belonged to its residents, 

and that they were the representatives of these residents. Ziya Molla Bey asserted this twice. 

The first was during the December 24, 1924 meeting: “Public squares are the property of the 

people of the city. Undoubtedly, nobody can intervene in them arbitrarily. If the 

representatives of people disapprove a project, they prevent it from being implemented.”453 

Ziya Molla Bey’s second assertion of the public ownership of the square was a week later, on 

the first day of 1925, which I mentioned at the very beginning of this chapter. İhsan Bey, 

another member, stated that, since the desire of one million people had been undermined, it 

was no longer only an issue of preserving the square. He brought up the issues of tax 

payments and political regime: “Given that people pay taxes to fund the municipality, its 

administration belongs to the people of the city. Given that the government is a people’s 

government, the goal, then, is that urban projects are carried out by people. Relying on their 

                                                
452 Ibid., 541.  
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legal right, almost a million Istanbulites say the roundabout is inappropriate. They use their 

legal rights, and say ‘We don’t want it.’”454 To give a concrete example of how people of 

Istanbul claimed the city through their representatives, the council members repeatedly 

reminded the mayor that they had prevented his predecessor, Ali Haydar Bey, from building a 

chemical analysis center in Sultanahmet Square.455  

 True, the municipal council did have significant rights, but it lacked legal mechanisms 

to claim and enforce them. When a mayor undermined their will, the council members did not 

have the right to apply to a higher authority to correct the situation. However, the most crucial 

element of municipal administration was under their sway: the budget. In order to carry out 

municipal functions, mayors needed the approval of the municipal budget by the council. As 

Ali Rıza Bey put, the council members, who served as the representatives of people and as 

inspectors of the municipality in the name of people, possessed the right to examine any 

project that pertained to the squares of Istanbul. He added that the mayor was obliged to 

implement the council’s decision; yet, if he did not, the council had nothing to do but pressure 

him over the budget. Velid Bey intervened and translated these remarks into his own 

belligerent and undiplomatic manner of speaking: “That is to say, if the roundabout is not 

removed, you won’t get a penny.”456  

 It is important to note that at the time when the controversy over the Beyazıt Square 

unfolded from late 1924 onwards, the municipal council was pushing the government for the 

popular election of Istanbul’s mayor. Following long deliberations from October 1923 

onwards, the council drafted a bill for consideration at the parliament in 1925, and explained 

in detail how considerably Istanbul would benefit more from popularly elected mayors, who 

would directly be responsible to the city, than the present situation whereby the government 

                                                
454 Ibid., 459.  
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appointed mayors.457 The search for local autonomy was actually a response to the transfer of 

the capital to Ankara, and to strong signs that a highly centralized regime was under way. The 

anti-government press actively endorsed the idea of an elected mayor for Istanbul. It threw in 

its lot with the short-lived opposition party (Progressive Republican Party), which declared its 

commitment to the idea in its program. Keeping strategically away from targeting the 

government directly, the anti-government press created a scapegoat out of Emin Bey. Velid 

Bey’s Tevhid-i Efkar led a campaign against the mayor and demanded his resignation. 

Especially during December 1924 and January 1925, it vituperated against Emin Bey through 

several reports, op-eds, and cartoons (Figure 38).458 It speculated that should the mayor of 

Istanbul be elected instead of appointed, and Emin Bey run for mayor, he would definitely 

lose the election. The controversy over the roundabout in Beyazıt Square remained one of the 

major themes of the paper’s campaign.459      

 

Figure 38: A cartoon mocking the mayor Emin Bey. Tevhid-i Efkar, January 9, 1925.   

                                                
457 İstanbul Şehrinin Islahat-ı Belediyesi’ne Dair Layiha (İstanbul: Hüsn-ü Tabiyyet Matbaası, 1339-1341 
[1923-1925]). Also see footnote 92.  
458 “Vekiller Doyuran Bir Şehremini,” Tevhid-i Efkar, January 6, 1925; “Şehremini Hakkında Tahkikat 
Başlatıldı,” “Şehremini Cemiyet-i Belediyede Söz de mi Söyletmeyecek?” Tevhid-i Efkar, January 8, 1925.     
459 Emin Bey’s tenure outlived both Velid Bey’s membership in the council and Tevhid-i Efkar as a newspaper. 
In March 1925, Velid Bey was arrested and his newspaper was banned on the charge of supporting the Şeyh Sait 
Rebellion, which broke out in southeastern Turkey. Although he was acquitted of the charges, Velid Bey did not 
resume his active role in the press and the municipal council, secluding himself to his family’s publishing house 
for the rest of his life with brief exceptions in the 1930s and the 1940s. See Bengül Bolat, “Milli Mücadele 
Taraftarlığından Cumhuriyet Karşıtlığına Velid Ebüzziya,” Çağdaş Türkiye Tarihi Araştırmaları Dergisi, XIV/28 
(2014-Bahar/Spring), 149-174; “Velid Ebüzziya,” Türkiye Diyanet Vakfı İslam Ansiklopedisi, vol. 10, 371-373.  
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 Abandoning his initial defiance later on, Emin Bey worked on how to solve the crisis 

and approached the council with several proposals. One was to remove the roundabout and 

recompense the Tram Company. The mayor indicated that the company did not implement the 

roundabout arbitrarily. It had obtained authorization from the scientific committee of the 

municipality, and, after all, the project had originated from the council’s demands to 

ameliorate the quality of public transportation. The council promptly dismissed the proposal. 

The members averred that it was the Tram Company that must recompense the municipality 

for failing to fulfill its duties for years. They referred to the insufficient number of vehicles 

and low quality of tram services as well as to the dilapidated state of streets and sidewalks 

that the company was responsible to maintain. The members added that the scientific 

committee’s approval meant little since it cared only about the technical dimension of the 

project, but was essentially oblivious to the dimensions of aesthetics and modern urbanism.460  

 Emin Bey’s second proposal was to wait until the legal situation that surrounded the 

project became clear. He resisted the council members’ demands for the immediate removal 

of the roundabout, and declared he needed the government’s authorization on the grounds that 

it was the government, not the municipality, that had granted the company the concession to 

operate trams in Istanbul. When the municipality asked the new Ministry of Public Works 

whether it confirmed the company’s authorization for the roundabout project given by the 

former ministry, the response was negative. But the company claimed otherwise, and 

presented the mayor a telegram as evidence, which the council members dismissed, accusing 

the mayor prioritizing the company’s document over that of the ministry.461 Emin Bey vowed 

that even if the company had proved its argument, he would remove the roundabout to “save 
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your [the council’s] honor.”462 But only after all legal mechanisms were exhausted, he added. 

The mayor insisted that he would act according only to the law and to the orders of the 

government. The council warned Emin Bey that he was required to act as the council ordered 

him. It convened a committee of laws (kavanin encümeni), which consisted of its own 

members, and examined the legal situation. The committee’s report stated that public squares 

were considered as “abandoned land” (arazi-i metrûke), and administered according to the 

Ottoman Land Code (Arazi Kanunnâmesi of 1858).463 Therefore, the report continued, no 

individual and institution (private or public) had any right whatsoever over squares unless 

there existed public interest [maslahat-ı âmme]. It went on to say that even if permission to 

build on a square could be granted on the basis of public interest, this would fundamentally 

remain disputable from the legal perspective.   

 Emin Bey presented his third proposal to the council upon his return from a visit to 

Ankara in February 1925.464 He declared that, before his visit to Ankara, he had received a 

second note from the Ministry of Public Works. This second note conflicted the first, and 

showed the ministry had confirmed the authorization that the company had obtained from the 

former ministry. He said he had found it better to negotiate the issue with the company and 

the ministry first, instead of making the note public immediately. While the company 

accepted the removal the roundabout, he continued, it demanded to be reimbursed. If the 

roundabout was transferred from around the pool to Leblebiciler Street465 off the square, one 

had to expropriate a few shops on the street. Emin Bey proposed that the municipality paid 

the company for the relocation of the roundabout. He boasted that he had already created a 

resource for the payment by renegotiating the contracts between the municipality and those 

                                                
462 Ibid., 542.  
463 Ibid., 529.  
464 Ibid. (Fevkalade İçtima, 22, Şubat 1341), 894. 
465 According to the city guide dated 1934, the only Leblebiciler Street in Istanbul was in Balat. There was a tiny 
Lekeciler Street not far from the Beyazıt Square, which could indeed provide a maneuvering space for the trams. 
İstanbul Şehri Rehberi (İstanbul: Matbaacılık ve Neşriyat Türk Anonim Şirketi, 1934), Maps 4 and 8. 
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who had rented the Tepebaşı and Taksim gardens, which brought an additional 10,000 liras to 

the municipal treasury. He asked the council to authorize 8,500 liras of this amount to be 

transferred to the company so that the crisis was solved once and for all. The council 

members objected to this proposal as well.466 They claimed the removal of the roundabout 

from the Beyazıt Square and the construction of a new one elsewhere were two different 

issues that had to be evaluated separately. The council members underscored that only after 

the company removed the roundabout could they discuss whether the municipality paid it for 

expropriations that the new location necessitated. They strove to be recognized as the true 

representatives of the people of Istanbul by having the initial decision of the council to 

remove the roundabout implemented. Necati Bey stated the mayor’s proposal was 

constructive, adding that the municipality should consider paying an even greater sum in case 

the company relocated the line between the former ministries of finance and war, to the west 

of the square, so that more people could benefit from the tram services. However, he 

amended, the immediate removal of the roundabout remained a precondition:  

Initially, there was a general council decision about the removal of the roundabout. 
This was not only the decision of the Municipal Council, but also of the entire press 
and public opinion. The press and public opinion ally themselves with the Municipal 
Council on this issue. The Tram Company is an institution that has made an 
investment in this country. Undoubtedly, it must be influenced by public opinion, 
press, and this council that is the representative of people, and act accordingly [...] 
Only after the company demonstrates, by removing the roundabout immediately, that 
it acknowledges our council as the representation of public opinion, we can talk about 
the second part of your proposal, namely whether the municipality can pay for the 
relocation of the line to the Leblebiciler Street [...] If the company removes the 
roundabout this evening, we can negotiate that tomorrow.467   

 
 As the council members put pressure on the mayor, people of Istanbul pressed them 

for the removal of the roundabout, in turn. Bedri Bey, a representative of the Beyazıt 

neighborhood, remarked: “My five friends and myself are from the Beyazıt district. We have 

listened to hundreds of people who pass by the square every day. People have come to the 
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point where they accuse us of ignoring our duties. They say while the company has not 

completed station shelters for a long time, and left people under the sun and the rain, it 

completed the roundabout overnight following the council’s decision to halt the project.”468 

Indeed, the council members played a crucial intermediary role between the people of 

Istanbul and the municipality. They made people’s voice heard in the council by proposing 

their demands for consideration, and by backing the petitions people submitted themselves. In 

this respect, Bedri Bey’s remarks indicate the existence of a strong mechanism to check 

municipal issues and question council members in person. The minutes of the municipal 

council abound with such remarks by its members, who brought forward people’s complaints 

and criticisms of the municipality and the council members.469 

 Personal contact with council members was a significant channel of public access to 

municipal affairs, but it was newspapers that raised public awareness about urban projects. As 

we have seen in Chapter 1, Istanbul-based newspapers of the early republican period 

cherished their local character, and maintained the interest of their late Ottoman predecessors 

in the urban affairs of the city. They specifically monitored the municipal council, and 

reported, on a regular basis, about the issues that the council members discussed during its 

meetings. Especially when controversial issues were at stake, correspondents directly quoted 

the mayor and the members, as well as conducting interviews to acquire further information.  

 The Beyazıt Square Controversy perfectly exemplified the wide coverage of the 

debates over urbanism in local newspapers. Opposition to the roundabout project was so 

intense that it united politically rival newspapers. From late 1924 to the first months of 1926, 
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pro-government Cumhuriyet and anti-government Tevhid-i Efkar covered the controversy 

extensively. Both employed harsh language in criticizing the Tram Company. As far as the 

mayor Emin Bey was concerned, however, their attitudes considerably differed. Cumhuriyet 

did not target the mayor directly, and toned down the criticism leveled against him during the 

council meetings. Yunus Nadi, the chief columnist of the paper, penned a column in defense 

of Emin Bey against the massive pressure of the opposition press for his dismissal, which 

involved different issues than the roundabout crisis.470 Cumhuriyet never pronounced the 

name of the most ferocious critic, Velid Bey, even when it quoted his criticism. The latter had 

his voice heard, even louder than it actually was during the meetings, in his own Tevhid-i 

Efkar. A conservative opponent of the government, Velid Bey effectively used his newspaper 

to put the blame of the crisis on Emin Bey. By criticizing, and at times mocking at, those 

members who had opposed to him during the meetings, he turned Tevhid-i Efkar into an 

extension of the municipal council, and re-articulated his points and accusations. Tevhid-i 

Efkar reported the debates about the roundabout from the point of view of Velid Bey by 

quoting him extensively.471 In short, not only did the controversy over the Beyazıt Square 

illustrate the interest of local newspapers in urbanism and urban affairs; it also served as an 

arena in which larger political rivalries were played out.   

 During the controversy over the Beyazıt Square, local commentators often culled 

examples from European cities to support their arguments. Some put forward an almost 

abstract notion of European urbanism, and gauged the project in question accordingly. In 
                                                
470 Yunus Nadi, who represented the official position, opposed to the principle of popular election for Istanbul’s 
mayor, as well as those who supported this principle in reference to European examples. He claimed, instead, 
that the appointment by the government was the most effective method for Istanbul at the time: “People are 
always far from being dreamers under the influence of some theories. There are no universal rules and theories 
in the lives of nations. Each event is a captive of national and material conditions, which is perhaps the most 
reliable theory.” Yunus Nadi fully supported Emin Bey, and accused his critics who, he said, attacked his 
personality rather than launching concrete and robust criticism. Noting that attacking a bureaucrat with 
unfounded accusations was similar to enjoying brutal spectacles in the Roman [amphi]theatre, he concluded his 
article with the following remark: “Istanbul used to be the eastern capital of Rome, but its current inhabitants are 
Turks, who have always been civilized and decent.” Yunus Nadi, “Şehremini,” Cumhuriyet, January 15, 1925. 
Also see footnote 92.        
471 “Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye’de Dünkü Heyecanlı İçtima,” Tevhid-i Efkar, January 12, 1925.   
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defense of the proposal to remove the roundabout immediately, Necati Bey quoted a friend of 

his, who, having been to Europe before, argued that the idea of trams circling around pools 

was not accepted in the world.472 Such references, however vague they might be, helped 

arguments to be cogent. Although the council members unanimously represented the Beyazıt 

Square as a leading public space of Istanbul, they were sadly aware of its pathos compared to 

European public squares. Let us turn to Necati Bey again: “This square [Beyazıt] is the largest 

and the most beautiful of the city. I am not saying this in comparison to the public squares in 

Europe. We cannot even call ours public squares if we compare them to the ones in Europe. 

Even the width of streets in Europe is as large as squares here.”473 Exaggerated as they were, 

Necati Bey’s analogy sounded apt for the council members; none of them argued against him. 

 The council members cherished the existing modern spaces of Istanbul, a legacy of 

Ottoman urban modernization, however inferior they may have been compared to the 

European public squares. For example, İhsan Bey emphasized the pitiable state of Istanbul’s 

squares prior to the Cemil Paşa’s interventions in the early 1910s, and argued that the 

advancements of the previous decade should not be compromised: “When we were enrolled 

in the faculty of law, we would see the state of Sultanahmet and Beyazıt squares […]. We 

would also see the photographs of squares and streets from Europe and make a comparison. 

Our heart would burn with pain.”474 İhsan Bey’s remarks illustrate the role of print culture in 

spreading the awareness of the Ottoman cities’ inferiority to European cities.475 Mass 

production of photographs helped bolster and concretize the oral and written accounts of 

those who traveled to Europe. On the merit of their immediacy, photographs of modern 

                                                
472 Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, 1 Teşrin-i Evvel 1340-29 Kanun-u Sani 1341 (İstanbul: 
Şehremaneti Matbaası, 1926), 413.   
473 Ibid., 454.  
474 Ibid., 458. İsmail Hakkı also noted university students’ disillusionment with Ottoman cities, especially 
Istanbul, which, the students claimed, had nothing except a few mosques. “All these young men tended to 
emphasize our poverty,” İsmail Hakkı stated in 1922. İsmail Hakkı, Sanat: Estetik, yaratma, Türk sanatı, dil, 
edebiyat, temsil, musiki, resim, mimarlık, tezyinî sanat, şehircilik üzerine görüşmeler (İstanbul: Semih Lûtfi 
Sühulet Kütüphanesi, 1934), 219-220.  
475 See Chapter 1.  
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European cities had baffled university students such as İhsan Bey and many others across the 

society, forcing them to look around their own city for comparison and, in consequence, 

making them feel embarrassed and inferior. İhsan Bey also stated that those who enabled 

people to feel the peace of looking at an open space by creating these squares deserved to be 

remembered fondly.476 The Beyazıt Square of the early 1920s was a far cry from the 

European public squares, whose photographs had made İhsan Bey feel inferior and depressed 

in his youthful days, but, nonetheless, it was precious given the lack of any better public 

square in Istanbul.  

 More specific references to European cities also figured during the debates over the 

roundabout in Beyazıt. These references demonstrate that the members of the municipal 

council had a nuanced understanding of Europe and modern urbanism. In their eyes, only the 

great capital cities of London, Berlin, and Paris could serve as model for Istanbul. Even 

though the state of Istanbul was inferior to almost all the leading cities of the entire continent, 

council members refused to take as an inspiring example any city that was less superior to 

Istanbul than these three. In response to the report of the municipal scientific committee, 

which referred to Brussels to justify the idea of trams circling around pools, Velid Bey stated: 

“Maybe our capital city [Istanbul, not a capital city anymore, in fact] is inferior to the second 

or third level capital cities of Europe, but its future is very bright. We should take great capital 

cities as models, not the ones at the second or third level. Did not the scientific committee 

consider the fact that trams never circulate on the major squares of Paris, London, and Berlin? 

The municipal council in Paris has even decided to cancel tramlines from streets. They will do 

this on the grounds that trams operating on streets constitute an ugly sight. They will 

                                                
476 Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, 1 Teşrin-i Evvel 1340-29 Kanun-u Sani 1341 (İstanbul: 
Şehremaneti Matbaası, 1926), 458. 
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substitute trams with buses. If the scientific committee had to refer to European cities as an 

example, it should have brought up the great ones.”477  

 Velid Bey’s insolent attitude vis-à-vis Brussels is truly surprising given the state of 

urban environment in Istanbul in the early 1920s. As we have seen in Chapter 1, Istanbul was 

densely built, filthy, and full of fire-stricken areas. It fell short of fundamental spaces of a 

modern city. Even a partial transformation of Istanbul was well beyond the municipal budget, 

let alone turning it into as regularized a city as the “second or third level” capitals of Europe. 

One could have undermined these remarks as yet another idiosyncrasy of Velid Bey, had a 

leading late Ottoman/early republican architect, Kemalettin Bey, not resorted to almost the 

same reasoning about ten years before. Condemning the mayor Cemil Paşa’s disregard to 

historical monuments, Kemalettin Bey had said: “O Istanbul, because they cannot afford to 

make you a Vienna, they are turning you into a Bucharest.”478 Considering the miserable state 

of Istanbul and the massive challenges of a comprehensive urban transformation that we have 

seen in Chapter 2, the question of whether it was vision or vainglory to disdain any model 

except the greatest cities of Europe falls beyond the scope of this study. 

 

Ottoman Concepts  

 While global discourses of modern urbanism remained a fundamental point of 

reference during the controversies over public squares, the council members articulated these 

discourses through concepts that were deeply rooted in local culture. They presented some of 

the tenets of modern urbanism through Ottoman concepts, which were not direct translations 

but had their own connotations, effectively making these tenets accessible for the local 

                                                
477 Ibid., 465.  
478 Mimar Kemalettin, “Eski İstanbul ve İmar-ı Belde Belası,” in Mimar Kemalettin’in Yazdıkları, eds. İlhan 
Tekeli and Selim İlkin (Şevki Vanlı Mimarlık Vakfı, Ankara 1997), 113-116. (originally published in 1913), 
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audience. A close look at the articulation of the concept of public health during the Beyazıt 

Square Controversy would illustrate this point.     

 The concept of public health had already been well-established in the local public 

sphere by the 1920s.479 The intimate link between public health and urbanism had been one of 

the central themes of nineteenth century Ottoman urban interventions. As Jens Hanssen puts 

it, “[P]ublic health was a pervasive and city-structuring element in the nineteenth century 

Mediterranean world.”480 The combat against epidemics, particularly cholera, had spurred the 

making of public health a central component of Ottoman urbanism from the 1830s onwards. 

The building of maritime quarantines in major port cities following the 1838 Quarantine 

Reform constituted the first physical manifestation of the principle that urbanism should 

promote public health.481 Narrow streets, insalubrious houses, and lack of open spaces in 

Ottoman cities became major concerns not exclusively from an aesthetic point of view but, 

more significantly, from the point of view of hygiene.  

 During the early 1920s, the concept of public health was almost omnipresent in the 

urban administration of Istanbul. The minutes of the municipal council show that the concept 

figured prominently during the debates over such issues as slaughterhouses, coal depots, 

unsystematic burning of rubbish, and malfunctioning sewage network.482 The notion that 

squares/parks and public health were intimately linked was also pervasive in the early 1920s. 

For instance, in a proposal they submitted to the Municipal Council, two members, Hakkı 

Şinasi and Surur Kemal, hailed the creation of the Yoğurtçu Park in Kadıköy as a contribution 

                                                
479 For a contemporary study on early republican policies of public hygiene, see Feridun Frik, Türkiye 
Cumhuriyeti’nde Tıp ve Hıfzısıhha Hareketleri (İstanbul: Universum Basımevi, 1938) 
480 Jens Hansen, Fin de Siècle Beirut: The Making of an Ottoman Provincial Capital (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2005), 117.   
481 Birsen Bulmuş, Plague, Quarantines, and Geopolitics in the Ottoman Empire (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, 2012), 16-17.  
482Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıt Ceridesi II, Şubat-Haziran 1339 (Darülhilafet-i Aliyye: Evkaf-ı İslamiye 
Matbaası, 1339), 716 (slaughterhouses), 352-353 (Edirnekapı); Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, 
Altıncı Devre-i İntihabiye, İkinci İçtima. 1 Teşrini Evvel 1339-6 Şubat 1340 (İstanbul: Şehremaneti Matbaası, 
1341 [1925]), 587 (Kadıköy); Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, Altıncı Cilt, 10 Mayıs 1341-17 Şubat 
1926, (İstanbul: Şehremaneti Matbaası, 1927), 160 (coal depots). 
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to people’s health.483 Public health was also a theme of the negotiations over the roundabout 

in Beyazıt Square. Members of the council emphasized that the square was a vital space for 

the general health [sıhhat-i umumiye] of Istanbul’s residents. Echoing Refik Bey’s remarks on 

Sultanahmet Square that gardens serve more to general health than aesthetic concerns, which 

we have seen above, Velid Bey argued that the controversy over the roundabout in Beyazıt 

Square had less to do with the issue of aesthetic pleasure than the health and prosperity of the 

city.484 

 In his articulation of the argument that squares were essential to public health, Velid 

Bey brought up the concept of teferrüç. He remarked that the squares should remain spaces 

where people could “stroll around, take breath, and have teferrüç.”485 The roundabout would 

prevent people from having their teferrüç, he continued. The straightforward meaning of the 

word teferrüç is “stroll,” but, as Velid Bey’s use of these two words (gezmek -to stroll- and 

teferrüç) in the same sentence demonstrates, the word has peculiar connotations. An analysis 

of the word teferrüç and its uses in Ottoman times will shed light on the debates over modern 

squares in Istanbul by showing how a locally deep-rooted concept enabled the proponents of 

modern urbanism to articulate a major aspiration of the discipline, namely to promote public 

health through urban interventions.    

 According to the Redhouse Ottoman-English Dictionary, the term teferruj means “a 

diverting one’s self, especially, by going or lounging about in the open air; diversion, 

entertainment; a day in the country; a change.”486 The uses of the word in Ottoman sources 

                                                
483 Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, Altıncı Devre-i İntihabiye, İkinci İçtima. 1 Teşrini Evvel 1339-6 
Şubat 1340 (İstanbul: Şehremaneti Matbaası, 1341 [1925]), 587 and 909. The project for Yoğurtçu Park began as 
a popular initiative in Kadıköy. Under the supervision of Süreyya Paşa, a notable businessman, the people of 
Kadıköy undertook the project with their own funds. Eventually, the municipality completed the project. Osman 
Nuri, Cumhuriyet ve İstanbul Mahalli İdaresi (İstanbul: Türk Anonim Şirketi, 1933), 36. 
484 Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, 1 Ekim 1340-29 Ocak 1341 (İstanbul: Şehremaneti Matbaası, 
1926), 463.  
485 Ibid., 464.   
486 Sir James W. Redhouse, A Turkish and English Lexicon, Third Edition, (İstanbul: Çağrı Yayınları, 2006), 
570.  
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encompass a wide variety of recreational activities. For example, esnaf teferrücü 

(shopkeeper’s teferrüc), an annually held guild tradition, included music, dance, sports, and 

feasting.487 Going back to the Arabic root, ferec (فرج), will illustrate the larger connotations of 

the word teferrüc. John Wortabed’s Arabic-English Dictionary suggests that the verb form of 

the root, ferc, means “to open, widen, relieve.”488 Two of the meanings of the root ferec in an 

online Arabic-English dictionary are “relief” and “happiness after suffering.”489 In the same 

dictionary, teferruc (تفرج) means “relieve from anxiety, pain, or discomfort.”490 In his 

celebrated Arabic-English Lexicon, Edward William Lane suggests that the meaning of the 

word teferruc is diversion, amusement, or cheering pastime.491 He refers to the Persian word 

teferrücgâh as the place in which one has teferrüc. The reference to Persian is significant for 

our purposes because of the major linguistic, literary, and cultural influences of the Persian 

world over the Ottomans. Steingass’ Persian-English Dictionary defines tafarruj-gâh as “a 

delightful place for recreation (as a garden, meadow, or theater).”492 Also, the Persian word 

farj, from the same root, signifies, among other meanings, “dispelling grief,” or “freedom 

from grief or sorrow.”493    

Cross-references from three languages make clear that the word teferrüç signifies a 

plethora of outdoors activities for recreational purposes. Rather than merely standing for the 

recreational activities themselves, teferrüç connotes the function of these activities as well, 

which involves purging oneself of sorrow, grief, and suffering. A few examples of how 

Ottomans used the word will be illuminating to understand the meanings of teferrüc for the 

people of Istanbul during the 1920s.  

                                                
487 Musahipzade Celal, Eski İstanbul Yaşayışı (İstanbul: Türkiye Basımevi, 1946), 41-42; Ali Mahir, “Geçen 
Asırlarda Teferrüç Yerleri ve Kadınlar” Resimli Tarih, 67 (Temmuz 1955), 473-474.  
488 John Wortabed, English-Arabic and Arabic-English Dictionary (New York: F. Ungar Pub., 1954), 244.  
489 http://www.almaany.com/en/dict/ar-en/فرج/ (Accessed: September 11, 2016).  
490 http://www.almaany.com/en/dict/ar-en/تفرج/ (Accessed: September 11, 2016). 
491 Edward William Lane, Arabic-English Lexicon (London: Willams & Norgate, 1863), 2360. 
492 Francis Steingass, A Comprehensive Persian-English Dictionary (Beirut: Librarie du Liban, 1975), 313. 
493 Ibid., 915.  
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 In his Evsâf-ı İstanbul (Qualities of Istanbul), a short book in combination of verse 

and prose, sixteenth century poet Lâtifî rhapsodizes about the Kağıdhâne area as a teferrücgâh 

for the entire city, which “delights the soul” and leads one along a “spiritual journey.”494 

Because this attractive teferrücgâh instills cheerfulness into the visitors, he remarks, men and 

women go to Kağıdhane to take pleasures in the area.495 Evliya Çelebi’s monumental 

travelogue of the seventeenth century gives a detailed list of Istanbul’s teferrücgâhs.496 His 

descriptions demonstrate that the term teferrücgâh denoted various places where diverse 

recreational activities took place, in contrast to such terms in Evliya’s list as mesîregâh and 

seyrangâh, both of which involved, essentially, promenading and seeing. For example, 

Kalamış Teferrücgâh, in the Asian part of the city, was a beach where lovers swam and 

embraced each other. In Salacak Teferrücgâh, also in the Asian part, pretty women swam in 

the month of July. Speaking of a hunting ground, a completely different setting, Evliya uses 

the same term: Teferrücgâh-ı Avgâh-ı Alemdağı, where “great hunting parties took place.” An 

example from the late eighteenth century concerns a fountain in Kadıköy boasting sea view, 

whose patron, Ladikli Ahmet Ağa, created a teferrücgâh-cum-namazgâh (open-air prayer 

facility) by having cypresses planted around it. The inscription on the fountain, authored by 

Muvakkitzâde Mehmed Pertev, asks the grief-stricken (gam-zede) visitors who have teferrüç 

around the fountain to pray for the soul of the patron.497  

 The Ottoman state was always concerned about gender-mixed teferrüç, and sought to 

prevent, or, at least, regulate it. The state’s interest in the practices of teferrüç, which involved 

particularly sartorial and gender issues, reached obsessive proportions from the eighteenth 

century onwards as a result of the dramatic increase in the number of gardens and fountains as 

                                                
494 Latifi, Evsaf-ı İstanbul, ed. Nermin Suner (İstanbul: İstanbul Fetih Cemiyeti, 1977), 59.  
495 Ibid., 61.  
496 Evliya Çelebi, Evliya Çelebi Seyahatnamesi, vol.1 (İstanbul: Yapı Kredi Yayınları, 1996), 204.  
497 Mehmet Nermin Haskan, Yüzyıllar Boyunca Üsküdar, vol. 3 (İstanbul: Üsküdar Belediye Başkanlığı, 2001), 
1104-1105. 
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well as the rise of a leisure culture.498 In his history of the period between 1821 and 1826, 

chronicler Esad Efendi talks about a decree banning the mixed teferrüç of men and women in 

various locations around the Bosphorus and Kağıdhane on the grounds that this would lead to 

prostitution.499 The Ottoman state issued similar decrees and orders (Tembihnâme) to prevent 

prostitution, harassment of women, and similar crimes in teferrücgâhs during the later 

decades of the century as well.500 A more straightforward meaning of the word teferrüç as 

promenade cum picnicking also survived well into the late nineteenth century. Osman Nuri’s 

Türkiye Maarif Tarihi (History of Education in Turkey) shows that it was a regular practice to 

take primary school students to teferrüç.501 One school, for example, took its students to 

teferrüç in Kağıdhane in 1889, and to Beykoz Meadow in 1890.502 The word teferrüç also 

signified long distance travel. In his memoirs, Bugünkü Almanya (Germany Today), Selim 

Sırrı recollects a memory from 1912, which involved a group of Turks who went to Dresden 

for teferrüç, and were astonished to see the ‘scandal’ of men and women swimming in the 

same pool.503    

 These examples from across the Ottoman history of Istanbul show that the spaces of 

teferrüç were almost exclusively extra muros, and usually required short distance travel.504 

They were for all inhabitants of the city. With the advent of modern urbanism, in contrast, we 

see that public squares and parks intra muros came to be associated with teferrüç as well. 

                                                
498 Shirine Hamadeh, The City’s Pleasures (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2007).  
499 The decree allocated the pleasure grounds along the Bosphorus and Kağıdhane exclusively to women on 
Mondays and Fridays, and exclusively to men for the rest of the week. Esᶜad Efendi, Vakᶜa-nüvîs Esᶜad Efendi 
Târîhi (İstanbul: Osmanlı Araştırmaları Vakfı, 2000), 324.  
500 Necdet Sakaoğlu, “Çırpıcı Çayırı,” 457, in Zeytinburnu, Surların Öte Yanı, Burçak Evren ed. (İstanbul: 
Zeytinburnu Belediyesi Kültür Yayınları, 2006), 442-479; Nesimi Yazıcı, “Osmanlı Sosyal Hayatından Bir 
Kesit: Tanzimat Döneminde Mesire,” İslami Araştırmalar Dergisi, 12/3-4 (1999), 253-258.  
501 Osman Nuri Ergin, Türkiye Maarif Tarihi, vol. 3-4 (İstanbul: Eser Matbaası, 1977), 1377. 
502 Ibid., 999.  
503 Selim Sırrı, Bugünkü Almanya (İstanbul: Devlet Matbaası, 1930), 61-62.  
504 The first three parks built in nineteenth century Istanbul (Çamlıca, Taksim, and Tepebaşı) were all outside or 
on the fringes of the urban area. The first two parks in the old city, Gülhane and Fatih Tayyare, date to 1913. All 
of these parks underwent substantial damages during the First World War and the Occupation Period, and were 
rehabilitated between 1923 and 1933. Osman Nuri, Cumhuriyet ve İstanbul Mahalli İdaresi (İstanbul: Türk 
Anonim Şirketi, 1933), 36-37. 
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Already in 1864, we see a high-rank bureaucrat calling for new parks both in and around the 

city to allow people to promenade.505 By the early republican period, teferrüç spaces 

primarily targeted the inhabitants of the areas surrounding these spaces. As we have seen, 

council members recurrently referred to the objections of Beyazıt residents regarding the 

roundabout project, and their rights to the square. There were many other examples. In a 

petition they submitted to the council in 1925, the residents of Vişnezade demanded the 

rehabilitation of the dilapidated park in their neighborhood. They also attached photographs 

featuring the park before it had fallen into ruins. To support the people of Vişnezade, ten 

members of the council stated that the park area had been left to the teferrüç of people living 

in the narrow backstreets of Beşiktaş, who found relief in the park especially in summer 

nights. They argued the park should be refurbished because “people’s need to breath clean 

and pure air is obvious in an age when consumption takes its heavy toll.”506 Another example 

involves a report by Cumhuriyet newspaper, which called for a park along the Kadıköy coast. 

The newspaper urged the municipality to consider turning the shore into a “beautiful place for 

teferrüç,” which would be a service to public health.507 

 Open spaces were popularly associated with the general health of people in early 

republican Istanbul. Both the physiological and psychological benefits of teferrüç were well 

appreciated. Not only did the council members, architects, or intellectuals refer to these 

benefits to support their arguments for large public squares such as Beyazıt and Sultanahmet, 

but also Istanbul’s inhabitants astutely harnessed the issue of public health to make their 

demands for local parks stronger, as in the examples of Vişnezade and Beykoz we have seen 

                                                
505 Münif Paşa, “Tanzim-i İstanbul”, Mecmûa-i Fünûn, 2/21, (1864), 371-380 (Transcribed and republished in 
Ali Budak, Mecmûa-i Fünûn : Osmanlı'nın İlk Bilim Dergisi: İnceleme ve Seçilmiş Makaleler (İstanbul: Bilgi 
Kültür Sanat, 2011, 275 [268-276]). 
506 Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, Altıncı Cilt, 10 Mayıs 1341-17 Şubat 1926, (İstanbul: 
Şehremaneti Matbaası, 1927), 426.  
507 “Kadıköy’üne Bir Park Lazım,” Cumhuriyet, July 12, 1932. 
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above.508 References to European cities, where squares and parks were abundant, and to 

modern urbanism were prevalent in these demands for open spaces. The quantity and quality 

of squares and parks served as an index of modern civilization. However, it would be 

erroneous to assume that open spaces became a source of prestige and civilization only with 

the advent of modern urbanism. Writing more than a century before the Beyazıt Square 

Controversy, in 1814, historian Şânizâde stated there were “several public teferrücgâhs in 

every state with respect to its prestige and power.”509 True, the form of teferrücgâhs tended to 

evolve from diverse sites extra muros to parks and squares intra muros; but neither the health 

benefits of open spaces nor the notion that open spaces spoke to the prestige of states were a 

product of the modern age as far as Ottoman/Turkish Istanbul was concerned.   

 While they harnessed Ottoman concepts to support their arguments, the members of 

the Istanbul Municipal Council also internalized some of the fundamental notions of modern 

urbanism. For example, their objections to the hamam in the middle of the Sultanahmet 

Square, and the pool and the roundabout in Beyazıt Square are in perfect conformity to 

Camillo Sitte’s principle that “the center of plazas be kept free.”510 Likewise, Nüzhet Bey’s 

abovementioned remarks on the disorderliness, irregularity, and openness of the Sultanahmet 

Square, which could also be said to define the Beyazıt Square, conjure up one of the 

fundamental principles regulating public squares in Sitte’s conceptualization, namely “that 

public squares should be enclosed entities,” for “this is what transforms an open space into a 

plaza.”511  

                                                
508 For the Beykoz Park, see Chapter 1. Demands for neighborhood parks were intense throughout the early 
republican period. In addition to petitions to the municipality, articles in newspapers and periodicals also called 
for neighborhood parks. See for example, Dr. Ahmet Süheyl, “Okmeydanı Park Olamaz Mı?” İstanbul 
Şehremaneti Mecmuası, 34 (Haziran 1927), 34.     
509 Şânîzâde Mehmet ʹAtâ'ullah Efendi, Şânîzâde Tarihi, ed. Ziya Yılmazer (İstanbul: Çamlıca, 2008), 663. 
510 Camillo Sitte, City Planning According to Artistic Principles, trans. George R. Collins and Christiane 
Crasemann Collins (New York: Random House, 1965), 20.  
511 Ibid., 32.  
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It is important to note that, at the time of the debates on these two squares, 

publications on urbanism in Turkish were rare. For example, a conference on contemporary 

urbanism Hermann Jansen, German architect and planner, delivered in Istanbul in 1917 was 

published in German and Turkish in the same year.512 In this conference, Jansen stressed the 

role of public squares in ameliorating the health of the city residents. While some squares 

could cater more to aesthetic concerns and provide regularity to the otherwise dull order of 

streets and boulevards, he continued, others were exclusively for the wellbeing of inhabitants. 

Jansen argued that the more crowded a city was, the more intense the inhabitants felt the need 

to get away from the crowd. Referring to statistical data on deaths from consumption in 

European cities, Jansen called for the opening of squares not just in central locations but also 

in every neighborhood.513 Squares were not areas that accidentally remained without 

buildings and roads, he remarked; on the contrary, they were left vacant on purpose. Roads 

could go around them, Jansen added, but could not cut through them.   

Both Camillo Sitte’s Städtebau and Edouard Joyant’s Traité d’Urbanism were 

translated into Turkish in 1926 (the latter by the mayor Emin Bey himself), after the end of 

the stormy debates over the Beyazıt Square.514 Whether some council members, none of 

whom were architects, had read Sitte in foreign languages is highly questionable. However, 

there is a certain parallelism between the methodologies of Sitte’s eruditely built model of 

urbanism and the council members’ less than dilettante convictions about modern urbanism. 

Both were based on observations of European squares; Sitte’s being rigorous analysis of 

numerous examples, the members’ being impressions based on either their visits to Europe or 

on the images of European cities circulating in print media. The latter played a particularly 

                                                
512 Hermann Jansen, Zaman-ı Hazırın Büyük Şehri/Die Grossstadt der Neuzeit (İstanbul: Ahmed İhsan ve 
Şürekası, 1333 [1917]).    
513 Ibid. 10.  
514 Camillo Sitte, Şehir Mimarisi: Şehirleri İnşa Etme Sanatı, trans. Celal Esad Arseven (İstanbul: Şehremaneti 
Matbaası, 1926); Edouard Joyant, Şehircilik, trans. İstanbul Şehremini Doktor Operatör Emin (İstanbul: 
Şehremaneti Matbaası, 1926).   
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significant role in disseminating the image of modern cities as we have seen in the case of 

İhsan Bey and his generation’s bemoaning over the state of public squares in Istanbul in 

comparison to the photographs of European public squares.   

 

Conclusion 

 What was, after all, the fate of the roundabout in Beyazıt Square? By the end of 1925, 

the issue seemed to be over with the municipal council approving the mayor’s proposal to pay 

8,500 Turkish liras to the company in order to relocate the roundabout to Leblebiciler Street 

off the square. Emin Bey even obtained a Council of Ministers decision from Ankara, which 

supported the relocation plan, and triumphantly presented it to the municipal council, partially 

repairing his much-tarnished reputation.515 The governmental support created the expectation 

that the roundabout would promptly be removed. However, this did not happen in the next 

several months. Hayrettin Nedim Bey inquired in two council meetings why the roundabout 

remained where it was despite the Council of Ministers decision ordering its removal. In 

response to his second inquiry in February 1926, almost five months after the governmental 

decision, he was told that the company was about to remove the roundabout.516 This is the last 

mention of the roundabout issue in the minutes of the municipal council, to which we do not 

have access after May 1926 (except a published volume of the 1930 and 1931 meetings).  

 We know that the roundabout around the pool remained in Beyazıt Square until the 

mid-1950s. But how? A file in the Prime Ministry Archives containing correspondences from 

1925 to 1927 sheds light on the puzzle (Figure 39.a and 39.b). Although Emin Bey had 

stated during the council meeting that the Tram Company agreed to relocate the roundabout to 

Leblebiciler Street in return for 8,500 liras of compensation, it turned out that the company 
                                                
515 Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, Altıncı Cilt, 10 Mayıs 1341-17 Şubat 1926 (İstanbul: 
Şehremaneti Matbaası, 1927), 295; BCA, 230-0-0-0_94-37-6 İstanbul Tramvay Sirkeci-Beyazıt Manevra Hattı 
Geçici Kabulü, document number 26, “Başvekalet Kararname Sureti,” 23 Eylül 1341. 
516 Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, Altıncı Cilt, 10 Mayıs 1341-17 Şubat 1926 (İstanbul: 
Şehremaneti Matbaası, 1927), 838-839.  
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had never accepted this proposal. In a letter to the Ministry of Public Works, the company 

stated there would clearly have been a misunderstanding.517 It stressed that the location of the 

roundabout had been determined only after careful planning and calculations, to which 

government officials participated, so as to provide maximum efficiency. Relocation to 

Leblebiciler Street was impossible from the point of view of science (fennen) and interests of 

people, and, therefore, the letter went on, the company could not accept any amount of 

compensation for such an inappropriate project. The letter concluded with a request to the 

ministry for the reconsideration of the decision to remove the roundabout.    

 The rest of the correspondences in the same file show that a new technical commission 

was formed in late 1926, which issued a “temporary acceptance report,” endorsing the 

company’s position that the roundabout was scientifically appropriate.518 It is important to 

note that, earlier the same year, new municipal elections changed the composition of the 

council (March 1926), and the Tram Company’s concession was prolonged (July 1926).519 

Unlike the earlier council, which consisted of members from rival political organizations and 

functioned as a platform for heated debates, the members of the new municipal council were 

all Republican People’s Party candidates. The minutes of this new council’s meetings were 

not published, nor can they be accessed in the archives of Istanbul Municipality.    

                                                
517 BCA, 230-0-0-0_94-37-6 İstanbul Tramvay Sirkeci-Beyazıt Manevra Hattı Geçici Kabulü, document number 
20 and 21: Dersaadet Tramvay Şirketi’nden Nafia Vekalet-i Celilesi Tramvay Şirketi Komiserliği Canib-i 
Alisine, 13 Teşrin-i Evvel 1341. 
518 Ibid., documents number 1 to number 8.  
519 “Yeni Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye’nin İlk İçtimaı,” Cumhuriyet, March 28, 1926; Ali İhsan Öztürk, 
Osmanlı'dan Cumhuriyet'e imtiyaz usulüyle yürütülen İstanbul belediye hizmetleri (yap-işlet-devret uygulaması): 
(1852-1964) (İstanbul: İstanbul Büyükşehir Belediyesi Kültür A.Ş. Yayınları, 2010), 158.   
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Figures 39.a and 39.b: Tram Company’s Letter to the Ministry of Public Works. (Prime 
Ministry Archives) 
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For the next three decades, trams circling around the pool with the triumphal arched 

gate of Istanbul University in the background became an iconic image of the Beyazıt Square 

(Figure 40). The storm that marked the construction of the roundabout was forgotten. The 

pool, construction of which also drew criticism, and the roundabout were removed in 1957 as 

part of the massive, and to this day controversial, urban renewal program of the ruling 

Democrat Party in Istanbul. The early republican Beyazıt Square, the creation of which had 

generated so much opposition in the 1920s, turned out to be a site of fond memories for many 

denizens of Istanbul over the years.520 The rather hasty remaking of the square in the late 

1950s was a widely recognized failure. Writing in 1960, three years after the demolition of 

the early republican square, Reşad Ekrem Koçu, great popular historian and the supervisor of 

the monumental project of İstanbul Ansiklopedisi (Encyclopedia of Istanbul), condemns both 

the dramatic interventions in Istanbul by the Democrat Party in the 1950s, and the early 

republican administration which built a pool in the middle of the square. His commentary 

perfectly wraps up our discussion, and lucidly conveys the confusions about the nature of 

public squares in the early republic. After quoting a passage on Beyazıt Square from a 

municipality publication of 1943, Güzelleşen İstanbul (Beautification of Istanbul),521 Koçu 

says:    

 

Given that these lines praise the great pool with double fountains as well as the 
flowerbeds around it, which were built during the first decade of the republic and were 
removed in 1957 during the vandal storm (vandal kasırgası) which swayed over our 
great Turkish Istanbul in full force, those who wrote them in the name of the 
municipality cannot distinguish between a square and a park. Despite having cleared 
the square of parasitical structures and making the Bayazıd [sic] Medrese visible, the 
Istanbul Municipality killed the square by building a big pool encircled by flowerbeds, 
and turning it into a kind of park without trees through which several roads pass. It 
should not be forgotten that a square is an unhindered emptiness in a city where people 

                                                
520 In a newspaper article, for example, journalist Burhan Arpad regretted the removal of the pool and the 
disappearance of the Beyazıt Square of his generation. Burhan Arpad, Günü Gününe: Gazete Yazıları (İstanbul: 
Yeditepe Yayınları, 1962), 10-11.    
521 Güzelleşen İstanbul (İstanbul: İstanbul Büyükşehir Belediyesi, 1943).  
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can get together. One can only put a great man’s statue, a memorial column, or a 
triumphal arch in the middle of this vast emptiness on condition that these do not carve 
up major space out of the square.  

 
Squares are halls without ceiling of rallies, great political demonstrations, and 
revolutions, which can accommodate tens of thousands of people. Therefore, despotic 
and tyrannical regimes never like squares. They do their best to reduce the space on 
which people can step by building pools, flowerbeds, and trees, all in the name of 
beautification.522     

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 40: Beyazıt Square. Undated. (SALT Research)  

 
 

 

 

 
 

                                                
522 Reşad Ekrem Koçu, “Bayazıd Meydanı,” in İstanbul Ansiklopedisi, vol. 4 (İstanbul: Nurgök ve Hüsnütabiat 
Matbaaları, İstanbul, 1960), 2252. At the time of the writing of this dissertation, the Beyazıt Square is under yet 
another major transformation, first time since the “vandal storm” of the late 1950s.   
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Chapter 4: Negotiating Urban Planning (1923-1936)  
  

Introduction  

 From the earliest months of the republican period onwards, several local actors urged 

the Istanbul Municipality to avoid piecemeal urban interventions. Instead, they argued, a 

master plan, which would take the city in its totality and foresee a long-term trajectory of 

transformation, should govern the logic of urban modernization. The volume of publications 

on the planning of Istanbul exploded during the 1920s and 1930s. Bureaucrats, intellectuals, 

politicians, poets, and foreign observers called for a master plan in different platforms. 

Former mayors of Istanbul and the Istanbul Chamber of Commerce penned reports about it. 

Students at the Academy of Fine Arts in Istanbul devoted a studio to the planning of their own 

city. By the mid-1930s, the interest in planning Istanbul had already trickled down from 

professional, bureaucratic, and literary circles to the mass media and popular culture. 

Newspapers extensively covered the news and commentaries on the planning of Istanbul. 

Satirical magazines mocked the belatedness of the city in adopting a master plan. A leading 

playwright came up with a play titled The Reconstruction of Istanbul, at the center of which 

stood a Turkish architect, who won a competition for planning Istanbul.   

 The scholarly literature on the planning of late Ottoman and early republican Istanbul 

has so far confined itself to the analysis of legal regulations and plan proposals, and, as a 

result, overemphasized the role of the state, and foreign planners that proposed urban 

transformation schemes.523 This chapter departs from this approach, and offers a different 

                                                
523 İlhan Tekeli, İstanbul’un Planlanmasının ve Gelişmesinin Öyküsü (İstanbul: Tarih Vakfı, 2013); Mete Tapan, 
“İstanbul’un Kentsel Planlamasının Tarihsel Gelişimi ve Planlama Eylemleri,” in Yıldız Sey ed., Bilanço ‘98: 75 
Yılda Değişen Kent ve Mimarlık (İstanbul: Tarih Vakfı ve Türkiye İş Bankası, 1998), 75-88; Niyazi Duranay, 
Ersen Gürsel, Somer Ural, “Cumhuriyetten Bu Yana İstanbul Planlaması,” Mimarlık (1972/7), 65-118; M. 
Bengü Uluengin and Ömer Turan, “İmparatorluğun İhtişam Arayışından Cumhuriyet'in Radikal Modernleşme 
Projesine: Türkiye'de Kentsel Planlamanın İlk Yüz Yılı,” Türkiye Araştırmaları Literatür Dergisi, 3/6 (2005), 
353-436; Koray Özcan, “Tanzimat’in Kent Reformlari: Türk İmar Sisteminin Kuruluş Sürecinde Erken Plânlama 
Deneyimleri (1839–1908)”, Osmanlı Bilimi Araştırmaları, 7/2 (2006), 149-180; Murat Gül, The Emergence of 
Modern Istanbul: Transformation and Modernization of a City (London: I. B. Tauris, 2009); Ceylan Irem 
Gençer, Işıl Çokuğraş, “Regulation of Urban Space in the Ottoman State: The Case of Istanbul (1820-
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narrative, one that brings out local actors, demands, and publications. It does not undertake an 

intellectual history of urban planning, which represents plans as theoretical texts debated 

exclusively by professionals and bureaucrats. Instead, this chapter treats urban planning as a 

discourse, and traces its local circulations and articulations. It explores the entanglements of 

local, national, and global dimensions of the debates over the planning of Istanbul. By 

examining a wide array of contemporary publications on urban planning, authored by a 

variety of local and foreign actors, it also lays the foundations of an argument that will fully 

flesh out in Chapter 6: namely, that much of the urban interventions during the planned 

urbanism of the post-1936 period were rooted in ideas that were in circulation between 1923 

and 1936. The Prost Plan’s major themes and proposals such as the zoning principle, the 

location of the port, and main thoroughfares were already proposed and articulated in these 

publications. In this respect, one can draw parallelisms between early republican Istanbul and 

French provincial towns of the 1940s, where, as Joe Nasr shows, urban plans “absorbed many 

local concerns, priorities, and aspirations [...] and built on concepts that were already ‘in the 

air’ locally.”524 Unlike French provincial towns, however, where the tension was 

predominantly between the national and the local, a global current continuously informed 

Istanbul’s grappling with urban planning. Put differently, the planned transformation of early 

republican Istanbul was a largely homegrown phenomenon, and it was conceived in Istanbul 

through the encounter between global modernism, national dynamics, and local sensibilities.   

 While the longing for a modern Istanbul was largely shared by the residents of 

Istanbul, the proposals for the methods, finances, and actors of urban planning varied. How 

should the plan be financed? Should the plan be entrusted to a foreign urban planner? What 

                                                                                                                                                   
1900),” Megaron, 11/1 (2016), 1-14; İpek Şen and Şebnem Şoher, “Becoming a Permanent Construction Site: 
Istanbul After 1923,” in Under Construction: Building the Material and the Imagined World, ed., Eike-Christian 
Heine (Berlin: Lit Verlag, 2015)   
524 Joe Nasr, “Local Wishes and National Commands: Planning Continuity in French Provincial Towns in the 
1940s,” in Urbanism: Imported or Exported? Native Aspirations and Foreign Plans eds. Joe Nasr and Mercedes 
Volait (Chichester, England; Hoboken, NJ: Wiley Academy, 2003), 230-262.   
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should be the long-term ideal for Istanbul according to which it would be designed? Those 

who wrote about the master plan of Istanbul also differed from one another about the location 

of key institutions such as the port and the central train station, or about the policy over 

historical monuments. Their musings were often interrupted by the grim reality that massive 

financial, legal, and infrastructural requirements for urban planning had yet to be met. These 

challenges were the very same challenges the late Ottomans had faced when they undertook 

the first attempts at planning Istanbul, leaving a legacy for the early republican actors to draw 

upon.   

  

Ottoman Roots   

 Every single study on the history of urban planning in Istanbul, or in modern Turkey, 

begins with the same name: Helmuth von Moltke, the legendary chief of staff of the Prussian 

Armed Forces between 1857 and 1888. Between 1835 and 1839, as a young military officer 

in his mid-thirties, Moltke served as an advisor to the Ottoman army. During these years, he 

carried out a cartographic survey of Istanbul and its environs, but whether he was involved in 

preparing an urban redevelopment policy is unclear.525 Between the 1840s and the 1900s, 

while Istanbul went through piecemeal urban interventions, and administrative reforms paved 

the way for the foundation of a modern municipal organization, the notion of a master plan 

came up only rarely. Some historians claim that Bekir Paşa, an Ottoman military officer, 

prepared a master plan during the reign of Sultan Abdülaziz (1860-1876), but we have no 

                                                
525 While Osman Nuri Ergin and Zeynep Çelik, who relies on him, claim that it was Möltke who prepared a 
document that propose general policies of urban intervention in Istanbul in 1839, Murat Gül and Richard Lamb 
cast doubt about Möltke’s involvement in this document by referring to the Prussian officer’s letters. The latter 
argue that Möltke’s mission consisted solely of preparing a survey or map, not a master plan. Osman Nuri Ergin, 
İstanbulda İmar ve İskân Hareketleri (İstanbul: Bürhaneddin Matbaası, 1938), 29-32; Zeynep Çelik, The 
Remaking of Istanbul: Portrait of an Ottoman City in the Nineteenth Century (Seattle: Washington University 
Press, 1986), 50; Murat Gül and Richard Lamb, “Mapping, regularizing and modernizing Ottoman Istanbul: 
aspects of the genesis of the 1839 Development Policy,” Urban History, 31/3 (December 2004), 420-436.   
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reliable evidence of it.526 In 1864, Münif Paşa, an Ottoman bureaucrat and intellectual, 

published a short article on the regularization of Istanbul that appeared in the first Ottoman 

journal of sciences, Mecmua-i Fünûn. In this article, he argued for the need to intervene in 

Istanbul, and encouraged Istanbul’s inhabitants to contribute to the modernization of its 

streets, buildings, transportation facilities, and infrastructure, but he never mentioned the 

notion of urban planning.527 In 1873, soon after he fell from power, Baron Haussmann visited 

Istanbul, which led to nothing significant for the planning and transformation of the city.528 

The first professional planner involved in the planning of Istanbul was the Paris-based 

architect and planner Joseph Antoine Bouvard, who worked from photographs without 

visiting the city, and sent highly elaborate yet fanciful drawings to Ottoman authorities in 

1902.529   

 Attempts at planning Istanbul accelerated after the foundation of the constitutional 

monarchy in 1908. Legal and infrastructural regulations for a master plan went hand in hand 

with piecemeal interventions. In 1909, the Ottomans approached Bouvard once again.530 This 

time the French architect visited Istanbul for three weeks, and submitted a report. In this 

report, Bouvard advised the Ottoman authorities to reform their urban administration, and to 

fulfill the infrastructural requirements for a master plan such as triangulation, a reliable city 

                                                
526 Eşref Albati, “Bekir Paşa-Ethem Paşa İstanbul’un Planı,” in Canlı Tarihler, vol. 2 (İstanbul: Türkiye 
Yayınevi, 1945), 6.  
527 Münif Paşa, “Tanzim-i İstanbul”, Mecmûa-i Fünûn, 2/21 (1864), 371-380 (Transcribed and republished in 
Ali Budak, Mecmûa-i Fünûn: Osmanlı'nın İlk Bilim Dergisi: İnceleme ve Seçilmiş Makaleler (İstanbul: Bilgi 
Kültür Sanat, 2011), 268-276.  
528 Murat Gül, The Emergence of Modern Istanbul: Transformation and Modernization of a City (London: I. B. 
Tauris, 2009), 52.  
529 Osman Nuri Ergin, İstanbulda İmar ve İskân Hareketleri (İstanbul: Bürhaneddin Matbaası, 1938), 47; 
Zeynep Çelik, “Bouvard’s Boulevards: Beaux-Arts Planning in Istanbul,” Journal of the Society of Architectural 
Historians, 43/4 (December, 1984), 341-355.   
530 Alicia Novick shows that a municipal mission from Paris on a tour around Africa, Latin America, and Asia in 
1906 was instrumental in Bouvard’s recruitment in Buenos Aires. Since Istanbul was on the itinerary of the same 
mission, one wonders whether it also played a role in the Ottomans’ invitation to Bouvard. Alicia Novick, 
“Foreign Hires: French Experts and the Urbanism of Buenos Aires, 1907-1932,” 268-269, in Urbanism: 
Imported or Exported? Native Aspirations and Foreign Plans, eds. Joe Nasr and Mercedes Volait (Chichester, 
England; Hoboken, NJ: Wiley Academy, 2003), 265-289.  
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map, and cadastral maps.531 He also made general recommendations about street alignments, 

public transportation, port facilities, public parks, and the preservation of historical 

monuments.532 Two years later, in 1911, André Auric, a French engineer in the service of the 

Istanbul Municipality who had previously worked for Lyon Municipality, also proposed an 

urban development scheme with an emphasis on major thoroughfares, but this was far from 

being a comprehensive urban plan.533 The final Ottoman attempt to prepare an urban plan for 

Istanbul was in 1918, and involved Max Zürcher, a Swiss painter and architect who had 

designed the German Academy building in Rome. During the First World War, Zürcher had 

served under Cemal Paşa, Minister of Navy and the commander of the Ottoman army in Syria 

between 1915 and 1917, who carried out major urban interventions during the First World 

War.534 After Cemal Paşa returned to Istanbul in 1918, he asked Zürcher to work on a master 

plan for Istanbul. However, following the Ottoman defeat in October 1918, Cemal Paşa fell 

from power and fled the country, and, therefore, nothing came out of this attempt.535 During 

the 1910s, the only concrete steps toward urban planning involved infrastructural 

improvements. A French company carried out the triangulation work in the early 1910s, 

                                                
531 Osman Nuri Ergin, İstanbulda İmar ve İskân Hareketleri (İstanbul Bürhaneddin Matbaası, 1938), 48; İlhan 
Tekeli, İstanbul'un Planlanmasının ve Gelişmesinin Öyküsü (İstanbul: Tarih Vakfı Yurt Yayınları, 2013), 114.   
532 “Mösyö Bouvier’in Raporu,” İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası, 6 (Şubat 1341/1925), 138.  
533 Osman Nuri Ergin, İstanbulda İmar ve İskân Hareketleri (İstanbul: Bürhaneddin Matbaası, 1938), 50; Noyan 
Dinçkal, “Arenas of Experimentation: Modernizing Istanbul in the Late Ottoman Empire,” 58, in Urban 
Machinery: Inside Modern European Cities, eds. Mikael Hård and Thomas Misa (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2008), 
49-69.     
534 Marléne Ghorayeb, Beyrouth sous mandat français: construction d'une ville moderne (Paris: Éd. Karthala, 
2014), 21-62; Hasan Kayalı, “Wartime Regional and Imperial Integration of Greater Syria during World War I” 
in The Syrian Land: Processes of Integration and Fragmentation, Bilad Al-Sham From the 18th to the 20th 
Century, eds. Thomas Philip and Birgit Schäebler (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag, 1998), 295-306; Dorothée 
Sack, “The Historic Fabric of Damascus and its Changes in the 19th and at the Beginning of the 20th Century,” 
192, in The Syrian Land: Processes of Integration and Fragmentation, Bilad Al-Sham From the 18th to the 20th 
Century, eds. Thomas Philip and Birgit Schäebler (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag, 1998), 185-202; Johann 
Strauss, “The Disintegration of Ottoman Rule in the Syrian Territories as Viewed by German Observers,” 316, 
in The Syrian Land: Processes of Integration and Fragmentation, Bilad Al-Sham From the 18th to the 20th 
Century, eds. Thomas Philip and Birgit Schäebler (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag, 1998), 307-329; Cemal Paşa, 
Hatıralar (İstanbul: İş Bankası Yayınları, 2010).  	
535 Cemal Paşa, Hatıralar, 355; Osman Nuri Ergin, İstanbulda İmar ve İskân Hareketleri, (İstanbul: 
Bürhaneddin Matbaası, 1938), 50.  
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which allowed the preparation of a reliable map of the city, a project that a German company 

undertook intermittently between 1914 and 1923.536 

 More importantly for our purposes, controversial urban interventions orchestrated by 

mayor Cemil Paşa (1912-1914) led to a major expansion in the volume of publications on the 

planning of Istanbul. The local opposition to the demolition of historical monuments through 

piecemeal urban interventions led to calls for a planned transformation of Istanbul. For 

example, in 1913, Kemalettin Bey, a leading architect of his time, published an article in the 

journal Türk Yurdu (Turkish Home) about the detrimental effects of recent urban interventions 

on historical monuments and the peculiar street network of Istanbul, which is considered as 

the first publication in Turkish about urban design and urbanism.537 In this article, Kemalettin 

Bey condemned the monotonous, oversized, and overwhelming streets of the grid plan. He 

stressed Europeans’ regret about the loss of the medieval urban fabric over the past century 

due to the destructiveness of modern urbanism, notably, and infamously for Kemalettin Bey, 

in Paris and Berlin. Kemalettin Bey declared that only blind imitation of Europe could lead to 

the repetition of the same mistakes. Drawing on examples from European and American 

cities, he warned against the alienating and aesthetically displeasing effects of the grid plan.538  

 The First World War did not stall the search for planned urban transformation. Before 

and during the war, the Istanbul municipality founded special commissions in order to 

determine the location of key urban elements such as main thoroughfares and the port, and to 

exchange thoughts about the urban plan.539 Also, in 1916, the German-Ottoman alliance led to 

a Turkish-German Friendship House project, for which several notable German architects 

                                                
536 Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, Altıncı Devre-i İntihabiye, İkinci İçtima. 1 Teşrini Evvel 1339-6 
Şubat 1340 (İstanbul: Şehremaneti Matbaası, 1341 [1925]), 277-278. For the maps, the so-called German Blues 
(Alman Mavileri), see İrfan Dağdelen, Alman Mavileri: 1913-1914: I. Dünya Savaşı Öncesi İstanbul Haritaları, 
(İstanbul: İstanbul Büyükşehir Belediye Başkanlığı Kütüphane ve Müzeler Müdürlüğü, 2006). 
537 Mimar Kemalettin, “İmâr-ı Belde Fikrinin Yanlış Tatbîkinden Mütevellid Tahrîbât” in Mimar Kemalettin’in 
Yazdıkları, eds. İlhan Tekeli and Selim İlkin (Ankara: Şevki Vanlı Mimarlık Vakfı, 1997), 117-120 [Originally 
published in Türk Yurdu, 4/3 (1913), 490-495].  
538 Ibid.  
539 “Ümrâni Kısım,” İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası, 2 (October, 1340), 17-24.  
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such as Bruno Taut, Peter Behrens, Hans Poelzig, and Herman Jansen competed.540 Jansen 

also gave a conference on contemporary urban planning in Darülfünun (later Istanbul 

University).541 In this conference, Jansen, who would plan Ankara a decade later, introduced 

the major issues of contemporary urbanism and the challenges of planning large and populous 

cities. He proposed four guiding principles of urban planning: transportation, hygiene, 

economy, and beauty (aesthetics). Jansen stressed that urban planning was not exclusively the 

business of the planner, but a product of the collective work of sociologists, economists, and 

experts of hygiene and of transportation. What appealed the Ottoman audience the most was 

probably Jansen’s remark that the principles of modern urbanism were not universal, but 

should be appropriated to the specific conditions of each city.542 The modernization of the 

Ottoman capital, Jansen concluded, should be cognizant of Istanbul’s historical monuments, 

its dwellers’ peculiar needs, and its history of civilization that extended over a thousand years.     

 Between the end of the war and the foundation of the Turkish Republic (1918-1923), 

the reconstruction of the large burnt areas543 constituted the most urgent issue at the hands of 

the Istanbul Municipality. As we will see below, many bureaucrats, architects, and 

intellectuals were firmly against any major urban intervention before a master plan was 

prepared. However, the scope of the housing problem was overwhelming: almost twenty 

thousand buildings in an area of about four million square meters were in ruins, which 

corresponded to one sixth of the entire urban area of Istanbul.544 As Edhem Bey, a member of 

the Istanbul Municipal Council, put it, people of the fire stricken areas were living in 

                                                
540 Süha Özkan, “Türk-Alman Dostluk Yurdu Öneri Yarışması,” O.D.T.Ü. Mimarlık Fakültesi Dergisi, 1/2, 
(Fall 1975), 177-210.   
541 Hermann Jansen, Zaman-ı Hazırın Büyük Şehri/Die Grossstadt der Neuzeit (İstanbul: Ahmed İhsan ve 
Şürekası, 1333 [1917]).  
542 Ibid., 16.  
543 See Chapter 2.  
544 Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, 1337-1338 (İstanbul: Matbaa-i Bahriye, 1339 [1923]), 8. Also 
see Francis Willey Kelsey, “The Burnt Areas of Constantinople and proposal for a city plan,” Art and 
Archaeology 10 (1920): 163-170.   
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miserable conditions and waiting for the government to issue construction permits so that they 

could start rebuilding their houses.545  

 In the early 1920s, the municipal council was oscillating between two methods to 

attack the problem of rebuilding the burnt areas. The first was tarla kaidesi (land rule), the 

method applied to the Çırçır neighborhood, which involved planning the entire area from 

scratch, and reallocating to property owners a reduced amount of property in proportion to 

their former estates. The second method was to keep the existing street network more or less 

intact with minor interventions such as the elimination of dead-end streets.546 Although the 

mayor Celal Bey acknowledged tarla kaidesi would have been the ideal option, he argued that 

the municipality did not have the financial means to meet major confiscation, construction, 

and maintenance expenses this method would have entailed. While he defended the second 

method as the most realistic solution, many council members found it unacceptable to 

reproduce the crooked and narrow street network, which was “bizarre and grotesque” (a’cab-

ül acaib şekil), and a source of embarrassment for the inhabitants of Istanbul. Also, Nikolaki 

Efendi, a Greek member of the council, pointed out the problem of disharmony between the 

larger and geometrically aligned streets of the Çırçır area and the messy fabric that would be 

reproduced adjacent to it.547 The council approved tarla kanunu, and building permits began 

to be issued in 1921. After a few days, however, the Ottoman Ministry of Interior suspended 

the building permits, and backed the mayor’s idea of reproducing the existing street network. 

This outraged the council members, who saw themselves as representatives of the people of 

Istanbul. One of them, Murad Bey, censured the ministry, and stated that theirs was actually 

the decision of people: “Without people, there is no sultan, no Ministry of Interior, no 

                                                
545 Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, 1337-1338 (İstanbul: Matbaa-i Bahriye, 1339 [1923]), 120-122.  
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547 Ibid., 223. 
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government. [...] We never accept anything that people disapprove.”548 Even though the 

council reissued its decision, the building permits were not issued. The victims of fire who 

had been demanding construction permits for a long time submitted a highly undiplomatic 

petition to the council in February 1921, condemning the mayor and the council members for 

the ongoing inaction. Excerpts from this petition illuminate the pressures of urban 

transformation in Istanbul at the dawn of the republican period, as well as the popular 

perceptions and inspection of municipal administration: 

[...] Even though long time has passed, building permits have not been issued. We [...] 
victims of fire, condemn those who are responsible for the current situation. O, 
representatives of Istanbul: we have spent our last pennies, which we had saved with 
great difficulties, on rent. We demand justice [...] Every day [that pass without action] 
brings irreversible damages to the country and nation, and you, who represent the 
people of Istanbul, will be responsible for this. We protest the municipality, which has 
undermined the legal rights of the people [...] what do you expect from a mayor who 
nullified the decision of the representatives of Istanbul? [...] either have your own 
decisions observed, or leave your posts and go back to where you come from.549  

 
 Fire-stricken areas had long been a major trouble for the municipal administration, but 

they had also presented opportunities for foreign companies and planners, who quickly 

capitalized on the prospects of profitable business and personal prestige. As early as in 1912, 

a short article titled “La Reconstruction de Stamboul” had appeared in Génie Civil Ottoman, a 

bulletin on infrastructural and engineering businesses in the Ottoman Empire.550 The unsigned 

article argued that, instead of planning only the burnt areas, one should work on a general 

plan (plan d’ensemble), and, accordingly, rehabilitate the old quarters and built new ones on a 

rational basis.551 It pointed out that a general plan would require, first, a detailed study of the 

political, economic, commercial, geographic, social, and hygienic conditions of Istanbul, and, 

second, a long term financial and administrative perspective in its execution. The article 
                                                
548 Ibid., 405.  
549 Ibid., 501.  
550 Çetin Ünalın, "Mimar ve Mühendisler Tarafından II. Meşrutiyet Döneminde İstanbul’da Yayımlanmış İki 
Dergi: Génie Civil Ottoman (1910) ve Zeitschrift Fur Technik Und Industrie In Der Turkei (1916)," Osmanlı 
Bilimi Araştırmaları, 10/2 (2009), 59-96. While the owners and administrators of the bulletin were foreigners 
and Levantines, the contributors and the staff consisted mostly of Ottomans. 
551 "La Reconstruction de Stamboul," Génie Civil Ottoman 1 (1912), 4-5.  



 
 

224 

dwelled specifically on street networks. It proposed subtle changes of direction to cope with 

the problem of straight, long, and monotonous streets, and published two exemplary plans, 

one of Aksaray, and the other of Laleli.  

 The Occupation of Istanbul by the combined British, French, Italian and American 

forces brought a new impetus to the interest in planning Istanbul. Relying on a set of 

documents she located in the British archives, Ceren Abi shows that the issue of planning 

Istanbul led to a competition between the allied countries.552 In November 1919, a British 

architect named Mr. Mawson, who must be Thomas Hayton Mawson, a well-known town 

planner, requested the British government to support him to undertake the reconstruction of 

Istanbul along modern lines. Mawson claimed that the French and Italian governments 

supported their own architects for the same task. The British were also informed that the 

Turkish municipality was formally seeking architects and engineers to employ in the 

reconstruction of the city. Alarmed by what they saw as a Turkish maneuver to provoke 

rivalries among the allies and to create the impression that Istanbul would remain theirs at the 

end of the ongoing peace conference, the British decided that no plan could be approved to 

reconstruct Istanbul before the terms of the peace were settled.   

 A separate American attempt to plan Istanbul took place a year later. The pioneer of 

this attempt was Francis Kelsey, a celebrated classics professor at the University of Michigan, 

who stopped in Istanbul before heading to the Near East to lead an archaeological expedition. 

Fascinated by the opportunity to reconstruct the former capital of the Roman Empire through 

American agency, Kelsey quickly penned an article to spread the awareness in the United 

States, and attract architects, town planners, and entrepreneurs. The longer version of his 

article was published in Art and Archaeology, while a shorter version, “on account of the 

urgency of Professor Kelsey’s appeal,” was published in the Journal of the American Institute 
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of Architects.553 In the longer article, Kelsey dwelled on the huge areas left in ruins due to 

recent fires, and presented these areas as “an asset of incomparable value and interest.” He 

warned the reader against making comparisons with the great fires in American cities, which 

had already had a modern infrastructure and plan: “Here in Constantinople, on the contrary, 

one finds almost virgin soil for city planning.”554 Kelsey postulated that the local government 

or the European states would not venture into the reconstruction of Istanbul, “the most 

extraordinary opportunity of the ages to build a metropolitan city in the light of [...] the recent 

decades of intensive study of city planning [...].” He called the leading institutions of the 

United States such as the American Institute of Architects, the American Federation of Arts, 

the Archaeological Institute of America, and the American Historical Association, to organize 

a conference to “attack the problem.” Kelsey stressed the full support of Mark Lambert 

Bristol, the United States High Commissioner in Turkey, whom he called as the most “careful 

student of problems connected with the welfare of the city, present and future.” He quoted at 

length Bristol’s remarks on the grim realities of urban life in Istanbul: lack of infrastructure, 

congested population, and contagious diseases. It would be worth re-quoting Bristol’s final 

sentence: “Thus it seems to me that an American organization to design, finance and construct 

a City Beautiful, with all modern appliances, upon the burned ruins of a large part of the city 

of Constantinople, would be an enterprise worthy of the best efforts of American 

progressiveness.”555   

 It is curious to note that Bristol, a rear admiral of the United States Navy, was 

probably one of the first people to mention the City Beautiful Movement in the context of 

Ottoman Istanbul. However, despite Kelsey’s urge for immediate action to prepare a plan 

before the political conditions change, nothing came out of this American initiative. Istanbul 
                                                
553 Francis Willey Kelsey, “The Burnt Areas of Constantinople and proposal for a city plan,” Art and 
Archaeology 10 (1920): 163-170; Francis Willey Kelsey, “A Plan For Constantinople,” Journal of American 
Institute of Architects, vol. 8 (January 1920): 399-402. 
554 Francis Willey Kelsey, “The Burnt Areas of Constantinople and proposal for a city plan,” 168-169.   
555 Ibid., 170.  
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entered the republican period in a desperate need for urban modernization, and the idea of 

plan haunted its residents and foreign experts more profoundly than ever before.  

 

In Search of a Master Plan 

 Reinvigorated by the liberation of Istanbul in 1923, the search for modernizing the city 

generated a large volume of publications and debates in which the notion of urban planning 

figured prominently. Architects, intellectuals, bureaucrats, and foreign experts articulated a 

plethora of proposals about major arteries, street network, transportation facilities, and public 

squares. They also advised against any major urban intervention before the approval of a 

master plan. While intellectuals and bureaucrats felt assured that only a foreign architect 

could undertake the master plan of Istanbul, Turkish architects vocally opposed this idea and 

called for the recognition of their own professional competence to plan the modernization of 

their own city. The first competition for a plan proposal in 1933 proliferated the debates over 

urban planning even further. From then on, popular venues such as newspapers and satirical 

magazines covered the issue of urban planning as extensively as professional publications. As 

we will see at the end of this chapter, the popular interest in planning Istanbul came to a point 

where it inspired a leading playwright. When Henri Prost arrived in Istanbul in 1936, his task 

was not an enigma for Istanbul’s inhabitants, who were well-informed about the significance 

and objectives of urban planning.    

 What follows is an analysis of diverse publications on the planning of Istanbul that 

appeared between 1923 and 1936: articles from periodicals and newspapers, reports, minutes, 

travelogues, cartoons, and a theater play. I organize my analysis of these publications along 

their authors such as art historians, journalists, sociologists, poets, bureaucrats, and 

merchants. My aim is to demonstrate the variety, depth, and richness of the public sphere on 
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the planning of Istanbul, informed by, at once, the city’s own grappling with modernity and 

global experiences of modern urbanism.  

 

“A sick at the hands of quacks” 

 “Whenever there is talk of reconstructing Istanbul, I tremble with fear: yet another 

commission, yet another project, yet another massacre.”556 In the first of a series of newspaper 

articles he published in Tanin in February 1923, titled “How to Reconstruct Istanbul?,” Celal 

Esad, himself a member of similar commissions in the past, regretted that the urban 

interventions of recent decades had done more harm than good and turned this most beautiful 

city into a monstrosity. “Fortunately,” he said, “we are weak in fikri takip (following an 

idea/project until its conclusion or execution).” In other words, only few of the many 

proposed projects were implemented. Celal Esad pointed out the problem of well-intentioned 

amateurs, who falsely assumed they were capable of rehabilitating Istanbul, and kept 

repeating the following as keywords of modern urbanism, turning them into clichés: 

“regularized boulevards, streets with trees, public squares, statues, bridges, parks, ports, 

slaughterhouses, and central food markets.” Exaggerated as they were, his following remarks 

illustrate the largeness of the volume of publications and ideas in circulation on the 

modernization of Istanbul: “Had the opinions and publications on this issue (i.e. the 

reconstruction of Istanbul) been put together, its length would have been longer than the 

length of [all] the streets of Istanbul [combined].”557  

 Celal Esad (1876-1971) was a leading art historian, architectural critic, painter, 

playwright, and academic. Author of a pioneering book on Turkish art (published in Turkish 

in 1928 and in French in 1939), he taught architectural history and urbanism in the Fine Arts 
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Academy for several years.558 An active contributor to the debates on and attempts for the 

modernization of Istanbul before and during the republican period, Celal Esad translated 

Sitte’s Städtebau into Turkish in 1926, and published the first textbook in Turkish on 

urbanism in 1937.559 He also had practical experience in municipal administration, having 

served as the director of the Kadıköy District Municipality between 1913-1914, and published 

a book about the municipal issues of the district.560 Celal Esad’s Tanin articles, which were 

published right after the liberation of the city, aimed to diagnose the fundamental problems in 

approaching the question of Istanbul’s urban transformation, and to advocate the involvement 

of real experts who would follow a scientific methodology. “We should know that urbanism 

is a science,” he averred, adding that the municipal commissions did not have the authority to 

intervene in the city as they pleased. “City architecture,” by which Celal Esad meant 

urbanism, “is a separate profession. [...] A city architect [i.e. urbanist] is a painter possessing a 

distinguished aesthetic taste, and he is, at the same time, an architect, an economist, an expert 

of hygiene, and an administrator.”561  

 It is hard to miss the parallel between Celal Esad’s understanding of the urbanist and 

Herman Jansen’s description of the city planning enterprise, which had been published six 

years earlier. Also, they both advised against a blind imitation of European cities. However, 

unlike Jansen’s theoretically grounded and diplomatically articulated view that principles of 

modern urbanism were not fixed and universal, Celal Esad openly condemned the Ottomans’ 

blind imitation of Europe since the Tanzimat period, exemplified by the strictly grid-planned 

streets of the former burnt areas, which had also outraged Kemalettin Bey a decade ago. Also 

                                                
558 Celal Esad, Constantinople de Byzance à Stamboul (Paris: Libraire Renouard, 1909); Celal Esad, Türk 
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echoing Kemalettin Bey, Celal Esad referred to Berlin, a model for Istanbul in the minds of 

many commentators, whose path of urban modernization in the past few decades, in fact, 

many Berliners regretted.562 However, in blatant opposition to Kemalettin Bey, he also 

condemned the other extreme, namely, embracing the National Architectural Renaissance for 

every single new building.563 Celal Esad argued that foreign experiences should be examined 

for inspiration, not imitation. He culled examples from both the west and the east of Turkey in 

order to articulate his arguments. While cities like Florence could inspire Istanbul about how 

to modernize and protect the historical patrimony at the same time, kiosks and gardens in Iran 

could serve as models for building peculiarly oriental parks, and avoiding the imitation of 

those in London or Berlin.564 

 Retaining Istanbul’s “oriental” identity was central to Celal Esad’s vision of urbanism. 

He embraced the following dictum: “The occident in sciences, the orient in culture.” Yet, he 

warned, this “orient” should not be a spurious (yalancı) one. It should rather be based on the 

genuine efforts of the Turks to learn Istanbul by heart, without relying on its European 

representations, and build a Turkish city accordingly: “If there is one thing to be regretted, it 

is that we, orientals, learn the orient from Europeans.” In the same paragraph, however, Celal 

Esad borrowed one of the most common stereotypes of the European representations of the 

Orient, according to which the two contemporary civilizations actually lived in different 

temporalities: “We should undoubtedly modernize (asrileştirmek) Istanbul. Since our ideal is 

to enjoy the same rights and prestige as Europe, we can not live a medieval life in our city, 

which looks like a rundown villa full of refugees.”565  

 Celal Esad aimed to dissuade those in positions of power from quick action, and 

advised, instead, a thoroughly debated, comprehensively researched, and well-calculated 
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policy of urban transformation: “Cities are like languages and morals. It is impossible to 

change them precipitously.”566 He argued that the first essential task toward the reconstruction 

of Istanbul was the preparation of a plan.567 Unfortunately, Celal Esad claimed, there existed 

no Turkish urbanist. One could be consoled, however, by the fact that, even in Europe, there 

were only a handful of urbanists to whom the task of designing Istanbul could be entrusted. 

Instead of asking the Turkish embassies to send an urbanist, as had usually been the method 

to recruit a foreign expert in the past, a local committee consisting of capable members should 

assume the task of locating and recruiting one.568 This foreign urbanist would, Celal Esad 

continued, lead a commission consisting of engineers, architects, painters, and experts of 

historical monuments, the protection of which Celal Esad was particularly sensitive about. 

This commission would prepare a project, which would address all the major issues of 

urbanism such as public hygiene and transportation.  

 Celal Esad employed medical metaphors to describe the state of Istanbul’s urban 

fabric, and to suggest approaches to solve its problems. One such metaphor involved sickness 

that never healed due to the incapacity of those in charge of treating it. “Istanbul is sick 

without a doubt,” he said, “a sick that has long been at the hands of quacks [üfürükçü].”569 

Another medical metaphor involved the different abilities and theories required to reorder and 

modernize an old city like Istanbul, which boasted a rich historical patrimony, and those that 

would work for cities with no history. In the case Istanbul, what was at stake for Celal Esad 

was a surgical operation (ameliye-i cerrâhiyye), which I take to signify getting rid of the sick 

                                                
566 Ibid.  
567 Celal Esad, “İstanbul’u Nasıl İmar Etmeli? III” Tanin, February 13, 1923.  
568 It is important to note that similar diplomatic connections were also at work in the case of Argentina’s 
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parts of the city and keeping those that were essential for the functioning of its body.570 It is 

important to note in passing that, as we will see in Chapter 6, Henri Prost, the French 

architect/planner who arrived in Istanbul in 1936 to lead its urban transformation, recurrently 

employed the same metaphor of surgical operation to describe his urban plan.571 Celal Esad 

remained a significant actor of urban interventions in early republican Istanbul, serving in 

numerous commissions and authoring many other articles and books about historical 

monuments, urbanism, and architecture in Istanbul. He will refigure in the next two chapters.  

 

“We, Turks, are not urbanists”  

The urban transformation of Istanbul was one of many topics the prolific scholar, 

thinker, and calligrapher İsmail Hakkı wrote about in the 1920s and 1930s. A champion of 

modern pedagogy in the final years of the Ottoman Empire and the first few decades of the 

republican period, İsmail Hakkı devoted himself to the reform of the Turkish education 

system along modern lines. He taught pedagogy in Istanbul University, where he also served 

as rector between 1923 and 1925, and, at the same time, gave lectures about aesthetics, art, 

and sociology. Upon his dismissal during the university reform of 1933, İsmail Hakkı 

founded the journal Yeni Adam (New Man), to which the leading intellectuals of the period 

contributed, and continued to disseminate his ideas on a wide range of subjects from 

pedagogy to theater. An admirer of Rousseau, Bergson, Durkheim, and Ziya Gökalp, the 

Turkish sociologist and a leading ideologue of Turkish nationalism, İsmail Hakkı penned 

numerous books as well as journal and newspaper articles, some of which were devoted to 

contemporary art, architecture, and urbanism in early republican Turkey.  

                                                
570 Celal Esad, “İstanbul’u Nasıl İmar Etmeli? II” Tanin, February 11, 1923. 
571 “Les Transformations d’Istanbul,” (The text of the conference Prost gave at the Académie des Beaux-Arts in 
1947), 13, in IFA, Fonds Prost, 343 AA 8/3. 



 
 

232 

 Even though he was not as committed to the issue of urban modernization as Celal 

Esad, who taught urbanism as well as authored and translated books on the subject, these two 

intellectuals proposed similar trajectories for the modernization of Istanbul, and put a similar 

emphasis on the necessity of a master plan. The most conspicuous parallel involves their 

concern over historical monuments. It is worth noting İsmail Hakkı’s complaints in two 

articles from 1926 and 1928 on the loss of monuments due to partial urban interventions. 

Contrary to many critics who claimed the most important reason for the elimination of 

monuments was ignorance, he argued that what led to great damage to historical patrimony 

was rather the lack of a plan, one that would take monuments not as obstacles to preserve 

reluctantly, but as essential elements that would contribute to the beauty of the city.572 In an 

article published in 1924, İsmail Hakkı was again on the same path as Celal Esad, who had 

defended the recruitment of a foreign urbanist a year ago: “ [...] We, Turks, are not urbanists 

(şehir mütehassısı, literally “city expert”). What we need to do first is to acknowledge the fact 

that we do not know [the profession], and relinquish [the post] to a foreigner.”573 İsmail Hakkı 

argued that the invitation of a foreign expert (referring most probably to Bouvard who, as we 

have seen, visited Istanbul in 1909) was the most auspicious step for the regularization 

(tanzim) of Istanbul since the Constitutional Revolution of 1908.574   

 Despite his support for the recruitment of a foreign urbanist, İsmail Hakkı condemned 

the blind imitation (kör mukallitlik) of European cities, just as Kemalettin Bey, Celal Esad, 

and Herman Jansen. A passage in his 1926 article, “Cities and the Policy of Beauty” (Şehirler 
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şehircilik üzerine görüşmeler (İstanbul: Semih Lûtfi Sühulet Kütüphanesi, 1934), 196-197 (first published in 
1932). 



 
 

233 

ve Güzellik Siyaseti), perfectly articulated this shared concern, and pointed out alternative 

paths of urban modernization:  

There is no international, absolute beauty to endow cities with. Every city can become 
beautiful in its own peculiar and natural ways. However, urban policy in our country 
has always been based on a search for constructing a small and deformed Paris 
through partial interventions, no matter how strange and ugly that would be. Our 
propensity for large streets even when we do not need them, our strict addiction to 
linear lines, our indifference to old and beautiful monuments... all these stem from 
Europhilia, that sick appetite. In fact, there are also cities like Bruges in Europe, which 
have preserved the taste and divisions (taksimat) of the Middle Ages.575 

  

In another 1924 article, titled “The Science of Cities” (Şehirler İlmi), İsmail Hakkı 

brought up the questions of what Istanbul was and what its inhabitants wanted it to be.576 

Contrary to many commentators that pondered these questions in relation to urban planning, 

and weighed concrete scenarios of whether Istanbul had to turn into an industrial or a 

commercial or a touristic city, İsmail Hakkı grappled with the issue at a more theoretical 

level. He called for a thorough sociological analysis of Istanbul, comparisons with world 

cities, and a rigorous analysis of the specific historical and natural context that surrounded the 

city.577 Only then, İsmail Hakkı argued, could the city’s inhabitants assess the best direction 

Istanbul could take in the future, and stop craving for generic notions of “beautiful” or “well-

built” Istanbul. By advocating the significance of scientific methodology, İsmail Hakkı sought 

to ground his arguments within a theoretical perspective. Throughout his long career, he 

recurrently revisited such issues as modern cities, modern parks, urban management, and, 

most frequently, historical monuments.   
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Overseas Inspirations 

 In contrast to İsmail Hakkı, for whom the future character of Istanbul should be 

determined by rigorous research, Falih Rıfkı, a leading journalist, was confident that the city 

should be transformed into a tourist destination. In an article published in 1926, he focused on 

the deplorable state of the city’s distinctive natural beauties such as its beaches, promenade 

areas, and woods.578 The lack of well-built roads, transportation facilities, and hotels kept the 

tourists away from the city, Falih Rıfkı regretted, and deprived Istanbul from a major source 

of revenue that made rival cities in Greece and Bulgaria flourish. Because Istanbul stretched 

out to a vast area, and the reordering of its rundown fabric far exceeded its financial 

resources, Falif Rıfkı proposed the tourism infrastructure be prioritized: “Neither the 

municipality, nor the Turkish state, nor the world capital has the means to turn the entire city 

into a well-ordered one. But even the municipality’s budget would suffice to create a 

European summer resort along the Bosphorus in a couple of years.”579 He criticized partial 

interventions in the historical peninsula, notably the efforts and resources allocated to the 

rehabilitation of the burnt areas. Only after the preparation of a strong and clear program, by 

which he referred to a master plan, should the city turn to these blighted areas.  

 Falih Rıfkı’s oblivious attitude vis-à-vis the urban misery of the historical peninsula, 

from where he originally came, and his prioritization of the tourist infrastructure may sound 

disturbingly elitist. In fact, his remarks were based more on a detached rationalism, and his 

belief in the requirement of financial resources and a master plan for a comprehensive urban 

transformation. Falih Rıfkı was an active contributor to the debates over the modernization of 

Turkish cities in the early republican period. He also assumed bureaucratic responsibilities 
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591.  
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regarding urban reconstruction and city planning, serving as the president of the Public Works 

Commission, which was in charge of rebuilding Ankara. Falih Rıfkı was a member of the jury 

that voted for Hermann Jansen over Joseph Brix (another Berlin-based city planner) and Léon 

Jaussely (French architect from the circle of Musée Sociale, a companion of Henri Prost, and 

winner of the design competition for Barcelona in 1905) for a plan of Ankara in 1928.580 His 

remarks about the Jansen Plan in his memoirs, Çankaya, memorably captured the fateful 

failure of urban modernization in the early republic to comply with an urban plan: “It has 

been proven that Mustafa Kemal established an administration strong enough to implement 

alphabet and headgear revolutions, but too weak to implement an urban plan.”581      

 Numerous scholars have quoted Falih Rıfkı’s remarks on the Jansen Plan, but his 

travelogue on an overseas trip he undertook in 1927, where he made many interesting 

observations about Brazilian cities and their plans, remained much less explored, if not 

completely overlooked.582 A widely read author, then and now, Falih Rıfkı’s travelogue was 

published first partially as a series in the newspaper Hakimiyet-i Milliye in 1927, and then, 

with large extensions, in book form with the title Denizaşırı (Overseas) in 1931.583 By 

introducing to the public, which had been accustomed to compare Istanbul only with the great 

cities of Europe, the hitherto unknown context of Brazilian cities and their modernization, it 

made a brief but original contribution to the debates over the planning of Istanbul. Also, as we 

will see below, Falih Rıfkı’s reflections on what he saw as a highly successful method of 

recruiting a foreign city planner in Rio de Janeiro may shed light on a puzzle about the 

rationale behind the recruitment of Istanbul’s future city planner, Henri Prost.   

                                                
580 For the full list of the jury members, see Gönül Tankut, Bir Başkentin İmarı: Ankara, 1929-1939 (Ankara: 
ODTÜ Mimarlık Fakültesi Yayınları, 1993), 75-76.  
581 Falih Rıfkı Atay, Çankaya (İstanbul: Doğan Kardeş, 1969), 428.    
582 Bülent Duru, “Mustafa Kemal Döneminde Ankara'nın İmarı” in Cumhuriyetin Ütopyası: Ankara, ed. Funda 
Şenol Cantek (Ankara: Ankara Üniversitesi Yayınevi, 2012), 173-192; İnci Basa, “From Praise to 
Condemnation: Ottoman Revivalism and the Production of Space in Early Republican Ankara,” Journal of 
Urban History, 41/4 (July 2015), 711-738.    
583 Falih Rıfkı, Denizaşırı (İstanbul: Devlet Matbaası, 1931). 
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 Falih Rıfkı traveled to Brazil as a Turkish delegate to the International Parliamentary 

Conference on Trade, held in Rio de Janeiro in 1927. At the beginning of his travelogue, he 

pointed out many commonalities between Brazil and Turkey such as the scarcity of 

population or contagious diseases that hit their vast geographies. More importantly, the 

political and economic conditions that surrounded modern Brazil were similar to those that 

surrounded modern Turkey, which made it a more inspiring model for Falih Rıfkı than 

Europe: “We should learn the large, quick, and radical development methods and life science 

(hayat ilmi) of the nations of the new world, whose original conditions were similar to ours at 

the moment, instead of the melancholic philosophy of the old world, [...] which is doomed to 

decay.”584 Not only were there inspiring parallelisms between the two countries, but also 

Istanbul and Rio de Janeiro looked very much like one another in terms of their natural 

setting. Falih Rıfkı admired Rio’s modern urban environment, the transformation of which 

had been triggered by the combat against contagious diseases in the early 1900s: “Brazil and 

the city of Rio owe their development to hygiene.”585 Rio’s success was a product of its 

analysis of the experiences of other cities, its adoption of the latest methods and techniques of 

urbanism, and, most importantly, plan. The method the Brazilians recruited a foreign city 

planner for Rio specifically impressed Falih Rıfkı: “Those [Brazilian] engineers who built 

Rio, the envy of European cities, themselves commissioned a French architect to prepare the 

enlargement plan of the city once they learnt that he had won the first prize in the competition 

for the planning of the capital city of Australia.”586 

 Just as Celal Esad and İsmail Hakkı, Falih Rıfkı advocated the recruitment of a foreign 

urban planner for Istanbul. Unlike them, however, Falih Rıfkı had little faith in the 

capabilities of Turkish architects to carry out major building commissions as well, which 

                                                
584 Ibid.,  5.  
585 Ibid., 65.  
586 Ibid. In fact, Alfred Agache, Rio’s French planner, had won the third prize, not first, in the Canberra 
Competition. 
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outraged the latter and led to public polemics.587 His remarks above actually targeted Turkish 

architects, “shallow demagogues who had not even built a neighborhood,” by juxtaposing 

them with the Brazilian architects, who, despite their far more superior knowledge and 

experience, entrusted the plan to a French out of their respect to expertise.  

 I suggest that Falih Rıfkı’s account on the planning of Rio de Janeiro may shed light 

on a question regarding the restricted competition for “Istanbul Plan” in 1933, which we will 

talk about below. Rio de Janeiro’s French planner Falih Rıfkı mentioned in his travelogue was 

Alfred Agache, a member of the Musée Social circle and a close companion of Henri Prost. 

Agache led the team in charge of Rio’s extension and supervised a plan by the invitation of 

the Prefect Antonio Prado Junior between 1926 and 1930.588 In 1933, the Istanbul 

Municipality invited Agache (along with two other planners) to propose an urban 

transformation plan for the city. The rationale behind his invitation has so far been obscure. 

Given the absence of direct evidence, however, it is highly possible that Falih Rıfkı, a major 

contributor to the debates over urban planning in early republican Turkey who became aware 

of Agache’s work in Rio de Janeiro, may have recommended the French architect. One also 

wonders whether the fact that Agache co-authored a book on the reconstruction of destroyed 

cities played a role in his invitation to Istanbul, a city with massive sections of burnt areas.589  

 It is also tempting to ask whether Falih Rıfkı’s remarks on Rio de Janeiro’s 

recruitment of Alfred Agache without any competition inspired the Istanbul Municipality to 

recruit Henri Prost in the same manner in 1936. The reason why the municipality invited Prost 

to prepare a master plan has not been clear so far. The only evidence scholars have cited is the 

                                                
587 Gürhan Tümer, “Falih Rıfkı Atay’ın Mimarlığı ve Şehirciliği”, Mimarlık, 345 (2009), 46-50; Şevki 
Balmumcu, “%97 Meselesi,” Arkitekt, 91 (1938), 186; Abidin Mortaş, “Bir Yazı Münasebetiyle,” Arkitekt, 145-
146 (1944), 48.  
588 Fernando Diniz Moreira, “Shaping Cities, Building a Nation: Alfred Agache and the Dream of Modern 
Urbanism in Brazil (1920-1950),” (PhD. diss., University of Pennsylvania, 2004); Margareth da Silva Pereira, 
“The Time of the Capitals. Rio de Janeiro and Sao Paulo: Words, Actors and Plans,” 101-106, in Planning Latin 
America's Capital Cities 1850-1950, ed. Arturo Almandoz (London: Routledge, 2002), 75-108.  
589 Alfred Agache, Marcel Auburtin, Edouard Redont, and Georges Risler, Comment Reconstruitre Nos Cités 
Détruites (Paris: Libraire Armand Colin, 1916).  
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memoirs of Aron Angel, an assistant to Prost in the 1940s who alleged it was the president 

Atatürk that opted for the French planner.590 We are, however, left to wonder why the method 

to recruit a planner for Istanbul changed so quickly from competition in 1933-1934 to 

invitation in 1936. Also, through which channels would the president know about Prost? As 

we will see below, Prost had declined to join the 1933 competition, which makes his eventual 

recruitment all the more curious. If Atatürk had indeed played a role as Angel, who was 

twenty years old at the time of Prost’s arrival in 1936, alleged, Falih Rıfkı’s remarks on Rio 

de Janeiro example gain further significance. Falih Rıfkı was a loyal follower of Atatürk and a 

frequent guest at the president’s famous dinners in which various issues relating to the state 

and the society were discussed.591 The existing sources do not enable us to confirm 

president’s involvement, or to claim confidently that Falih Rıfkı convinced the authorities of 

the effectiveness of recruiting a well-reputed planner without a competition. What is for sure, 

however, is that Falih Rıfkı’s reflections on the Brazilian experience brought fresh 

perspectives to the body of ideas and theories about the planning of Istanbul that were in 

circulation at the time.  

 Urban planning remained a major interest for Falih Rıfkı during his travels around 

Turkey and abroad. In addition to Rio de Janeiro, for example, he also talked in his Overseas 

about Sao Paolo and Bello Horizonte, as admirable examples of new cities, inspiring more for 

Ankara than Istanbul.592 In a different travelogue, Falih Rıfkı praised the administrators of the 

central Anatolian city of Afyon for grasping the three requirements for purging Turkish cities 

                                                
590 Burak Boysan, “Aron Angel ile İstanbul: Prost ve Planları Üzerine Söyleşi,” 30, Mimarlık 285 (1999), 30-39. 
İpek Akpınar, “The Rebuilding of Istanbul after the Plan of Henri Prost 1937-1960: From secularisation to 
Turkish modernisation,” 64, (PhD diss., University of London, 2003). During my research at the Henri Prost 
archives, I have not seen any hint suggesting the personal involvement of Mustafa Kemal Atatürk in the 
recruitment of the French architect.   
591 According to one source, Falih Rıfkı was invited to presidential dinners 356 times between 1932 and 1938, 
more than doubling the one who ranked second in the list of most invited journalists, authors, and poets. 
“Atatürk’ün Sofrasına Çağrılı Olanlar,” Milliyet, November 12, 1981.  
592 Falih Rıfkı, Denizaşırı (İstanbul: Devlet Matbaası, 1931), 85-86 and 116.  
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of their “Asian anarchy:” plan, art, and nature.593 He stressed the decisive importance of 

uncompromising discipline in the implementation of the plan. Falih Rıfkı’s zealous 

attachment to the revolutionary ethos of the republican regime nurtured his interest in urban 

planning and architecture. The following sentences from his 1931 travelogue on Italy 

perfectly capture this link: “A new regime cannot refrain from constructing. Construction is 

the explosion of energy. When construction and public works stop, one should believe the 

zeal in heads and spirits have faded away. Fascists have constructed a lot.”594   

  

A Venue for Debate  

 In addition to widely-read intellectuals and journalists such as Celal Esad, İsmail 

Hakkı, and Falih Rıfkı, local bureaucrats, merchants, and scholars also expressed their views 

about the planned transformation of Istanbul. Founded in 1924, the Istanbul Municipality 

Journal served as a key platform in which these views were disseminated and debated. In this 

journal as well as in the other venues of the local print media, the public debates over the 

issue of urban planning revolved around two major themes: the lack of infrastructure and 

expertise for modern urbanism, and the problem of ill-prepared partial interventions. An 

illustrative example would be an article that appeared in Akşam newspaper in June 1924. The 

article was about the appointment of Istanbul’s first republican mayor-governor, Ali Haydar 

Bey, as Ankara’s mayor-governor. Akşam hailed the news of Ali Haydar Bey’s departure 

arguing that his working method based on quick solutions to individual problems, which did 

not serve Istanbul well, could turn into an asset in the new capital city: “Ankara will grow, 

Istanbul will not. We need quick action in Ankara, but slowness and careful calculations 

                                                
593 Falih Rıfkı Atay, Bizim Akdeniz (Ankara: Hakimiyet-i Milliye Matbaası, 1934), 10-11. 
594 Falih Rıfkı Atay, Faşit Roma, Kemalist Tiran ve Kaybolmuş Makedonya (Ankara: Hakimiyet-i Milliye 
Matbaası, 1931), 11.   
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Istanbul.”595 The newspaper called for planning the future of Istanbul through long 

negotiatons before intervening in the city’s urban fabric. “Urbanism is the area we lack 

expertise the most. Even though we are not great in education or public works either, we can 

at least show one or two good examples. But we do not have any achievements whatsoever in 

urbanism. Both Istanbul and Ankara should bring foreign experts as soon as possible.”596    

Some commentators’ urge against partial interventions was based on the steep decline 

of Istanbul’s urban economy due to successive wars from 1912 onwards. The Istanbul 

Chamber of Commerce and Industry’s report on the economic conditions of the city in 1923 

and 1924 would serve as a good example.597 Headed by Cavit Bey, a former minister of 

finance, and consisting of academics and the members of the chamber, the commission that 

drafted the report convened more than twenty times and consulted with more than a hundred 

people. The report presented a grim picture of economic decline and poverty: “In times that 

current generations have witnessed, [...] Istanbul has not seen the level of poverty and 

destitution it is undergoing today.”598 According to the report, the Istanbul Municipality 

should avoid urban interventions until the city’s economic recovery, and, in the meantime, 

devote its resources only to social aid, and to the provision of basic needs such as drinking 

water and sewage: “Under present circumstances, working on a program to modernize 

                                                
595 Osman Nuri Ergin, İstanbul Şehreminleri (İstanbul: İşaret Yayınları, 2007) (first published in 1927), 934-
936.  
596 Ibid. 
597 Fethi Bey, the president of the parliament, had initially demanded the report, but by the time it was 
submitted, he had already switched to the post of prime ministry.  Ticaret ve Sanayi Odasında Müteşekkil 
İstanbul İktisat Komisyonu Tarafından Tanzim Olunan Rapor: 29 Kânun-i Sani 1924-1340 - 26 Teşrin-i sani 
1924-1340 (İstanbul: İTO, 2006); İlhan Tekeli and Selim İlkin, “1923 Yılında İstanbul’un İktisadi Durumu ve 
İstanbul Ticaret ve Sanayi Odası İktisat Komisyonu Raporu,” in Tarih Boyunca İstanbul Seminer Bildiriler 
Kitabı (İstanbul: Tarih Araştırma Merkezi, 1989), 261-316.   
598 İlhan Tekeli and Selim İlkin, “1923 Yılında İstanbul’un İktisadi Durumu ve İstanbul Ticaret ve Sanayi Odası 
İktisat Komisyonu Raporu,” 290. As far as the urban administration was concerned, the report demanded the 
popular election, not direct appointment, of the mayor of Istanbul, a demand also voiced by the municipal 
council at the time. See Chapter 1 and Chapter 3.  
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Istanbul, conducting surveys, and imagining waterfronts along the Bosphorus or boulevards in 

Üsküdar would mean recklessness/heedlessness.”599 

 Osman Nuri, a senior bureaucrat of the municipality, firmly opposed to the report’s 

conclusions. He rejected the idea of asking advice from the Chamber of Commerce and 

Industry altogether: “ (...) in our country, as in any country, the government and the 

municipality want to take, and the shopkeepers and merchants do not want to give.”600 Osman 

Nuri propagated for a master plan in his articles and editorial work for the monthly Istanbul 

Municipality Journal (İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası). Founded in 1924 during the tenure of 

mayor Emin Bey, Ali Haydar Bey’s successor, the Istanbul Municipality Journal was the first 

periodical devoted to municipal issues (Figure 41). It covered wide range of topics such as 

municipality’s decrees, plans, and projects as well as featuring statistical data and op-eds. The 

journal also published extensively about the global, principally European, experiences in the 

field, effectively disseminating the theories and practices of contemporary urbanism and 

municipal administration. For example, it featured a regular section titled “Activities of 

Urbanism in Foreign Countries.” Another example would be the editorial of the March 1927 

issue, titled “Urbanism in Our Times.”601 The editorial introduced to the reader the expertise 

of urbanism. An urbanist, it claimed, aimed the welfare of all people regardless of class in a 

city, and considered the economic and hygienic conditions as thoroughly as he/she did the 

issues of aesthetics and beauty. Also, in 1925, following Istanbul’s membership to the 

International Union of Local Authorities, which served as a platform for exchanging 

knowledge on urban administration, the journal began to cover the annual congresses of the 

union in detail via the delegate of the municipality. These congresses were devoted to various 

                                                
599 Ibid. 301.  
600 Osman Nuri Ergin, İstanbul Şehreminleri, 947.  
601 “Zamanımızda Şehircilik,” İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası, 31 (March 1927), 385-390.  
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issues ranging from public hygiene to town planning.602 Osman Nuri represented the Istanbul 

Municipality in the 1929 Congress in Seville, which addressed the issue of land expropriation 

for public utility among others. He published three articles about the congress in the 

journal.603  

 

Figure 41: İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası, First Issue, September 1924, Cover featuring 
mayor Emin Bey.   
 

                                                
602 Oscar Gaspari, “Cities against States? Hopes, Dreams and Shortcomings of the European Municipal 
Movement, 1900-1960,” Contemporary European History, 11/4, (Theme Issue: Municipal Connections: Co-
operation, Links and Transfers among European Cities in the Twentieth Century) (Nov., 2002), 597-621. Also 
see The Centenary of the Municipal Movement: http://www.rabat2013.uclg.org/about-us/centenary-international-
municipal-movement (Accessed 10.17.2016) 
603 Osman Nuri, “Sevil Belediye Kongresi,” İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası, 61 (September 1929), 17-24; 
Osman Nuri, “Sevil Kongresi: Beynelmilel Şehirler Birliğinin 4. Belediye Kongresi: Mahalli İdarelerin Teşkilat-
ı Maliyesi Hakkında,” İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası, 63-64 (November-December 1929), 63-64 and 149-154; 
Osman Nuri, “Sevil Kongresi: Beynelmilel Şehirler Birliğinin 4. Belediye Kongresi: İtizar,” İstanbul 
Şehremaneti Mecmuası, 67 (March 1930), 255-266.  
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 Already in its second issue, The Istanbul Municipality Journal announced that a new 

commission would work on the problem of the city’s transformation and propose a ten-year 

program.604 The unsigned piece, most probably penned by Osman Nuri, made it clear that 

similar commissions had worked before without much success: “One may say the 

transformation of Istanbul into a well-built city has not been possible since the arrival of the 

Turks with the exception of a few mosques. Despite several attempts over the past decades, its 

future shape in line with civilized cities has not been settled either.”605 The journal piece 

mentioned the proposals of three similar commissions that the municipality had established 

during the past decade, which involved such issues as the protection of Istanbul’s oriental 

character in order to attract tourists, stylistic unity of the new buildings, and location of public 

monuments. However, the journal underlined the impossibility of determining the location of 

public buildings and spending millions on them without a general plan.606 As the commission 

worked toward a program, the journal announced it would welcome suggestions and ideas for 

urban transformation. It also encouraged the readers to send translations of foreigners’ 

commentaries on Istanbul, and, to set an example, published the commentaries of two 

prominent nineteenth century figures, Théophile Gautier and Lord Salisbury.607  

 At a more technical level, the journal republished two pieces by Frenchmen in its 

fourth and sixth issues. The first was an article, originally published in İkdam newspaper in 

1909, by Henri Turot, a member of the Paris Municipal Council who visited Istanbul at the 

time.608 Turot dwelled extensively on the need to make the plan the top priority, advising 

against hastily prepared, partial interventions, which would render the future plan more 

difficult to implement. He emphasized that the Parisians were still implementing 

                                                
604 “Ümrani Kısım,” İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası, 2 (October 1924), 17-24.   
605 Ibid., 17.  
606 Ibid., 21. 
607 “Ecnebilerin İstanbul Hakkında Mütalaaları,” İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası, 2 (October 1924), 30.  
608 “Henri Turot’nun İstanbul’un Umranına Dair Makalesi,” İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası, 4 (December 
1924), 85-87. Also see footnote 217.   
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Haussmann’s plan more than fifty years after its preparation, and, accordingly, urged for long-

term discipline in the implementation of the future plan for Istanbul. The second technical 

piece was Bouvard’s 1909 report on the reconstruction of Istanbul, which, as we have 

discussed above, emphasized that the essential infrastructural work for the urban plan should 

be completed.609    

 The Istanbul Municipality Journal allocated substantial space for those local 

contributors that suggested ideas about the modernization of the city. A notable example was 

a report published by Süreyya Paşa, a member of the Istanbul Municipal Council, a 

businessperson, and a philanthropist active in the Kadıköy district in the Anatolian part of 

Istanbul. Süreyya Paşa was the single most important early republican figure that pioneered 

the implementation of small-scale urban projects out of local resources.610 He also 

orchestrated popular demands for tramlines and electricity in Kadıköy, collecting signatures 

to put pressure on the local administration, a strategy of which he was probably the first 

proponent in Istanbul.611 Unlike the Galata-based businesspeople of the nineteenth century, 

who, as Nora Şeni has shown in her study on the Camondo family, partook in the municipal 

administration in order to turn urban modernization into a means to increase the value of their 

own properties and investments, Süreyya Paşa aimed to inculcate the residents of Kadıköy 

with modern tastes and habits.612 To this end, he undertook the financially risky enterprises of 

an opera house, a movie house, and a modern beach all in Kadıköy or its environs, and 

allocated free tickets to drafted soldiers from Anatolia and porters regularly.613 

                                                
609 “Mösyö Bouvier’in Raporu,” İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası, 6 (Şubat 1341/1925), 138. 
610 Süreyya Paşa initiated a project to dry up a marshy site in Kadıköy, turn it into a grove, and open up a street 
to connect it to the seashore. He raised substantial funds from the residents making hefty donations of his own. 
Eventually, the municipality overtook the project, and turned the site into a park (Yoğurtçu Parkı) instead of a 
grove. Süreyya İlmen, Teşebbüslerim, Reisliklerim, Hatıralarım (İstanbul: Hilmi Kitabevi, 1949), 27-34. 
611 Uğur Tanyeli, “Kentsel Değişimde Önderlik Sorunu ve Süreyya Paşa,” İstanbul, 3 (1992), 117-123. 
612 Nora Şeni, “The Camondos and their Imprint on 19th-century Istanbul.” International Journal of Middle 
East Studies, 26/4 (1994): 663-675.  
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 In his report on Istanbul’s transformation, Süreyya Paşa referred to an announcement 

by the municipality that invited proposals on the modernization of Istanbul.614 He firmly 

opposed to the invitation, urging, instead, that a master plan should be adopted before 

everything else. The municipality should announce a competition for a master plan, Süreyya 

Paşa continued, officially declare the winner, and implement the plan strictly without any 

alterations. Until then, he recommended, it should focus on how to ameliorate urban 

conditions using the limited financial resources. In his report, Süreyya Paşa put major 

emphasis on the benefits of tourism, and called for the preservation of historical monuments. 

Around the same time as his report on Istanbul’s urban modernization appeared in the journal, 

Süreyya Paşa submitted a separate report to the municipality on the modernization of the 

Asian part of the city, which, he claimed, had always been at a disadvantage in comparison to 

the European part.615 

 The municipal commission in charge of drafting an urban transformation program 

during Emin Bey’s tenure requested three former mayors to submit short reports containing 

their suggestions. Istanbul Municipality Journal published these reports in its May 1926 issue. 

The first report by Tevfik Bey (1911-1912) advised the municipality to shun the idea of a 

program.616 Given the poor municipal budget with no prospects of quick recovery due to the 

economic hardships of the country, Tevfik Bey stated, a program would mean little more than 

a “wish list.” He called for the reorganization of the current administrative and legal structure, 

which had impaired genuine attempts toward urban modernization in the past. The second 

report was published by Cemil Paşa (1912-1914 and 1919-1920), who had carried out 

substantial yet controversial urban interventions. Although he was also cognizant of the 

financial constraints, Cemil Paşa did present a “wish list,” proposing several projects that 
                                                
614 “Süreyya Paşa’nın Layihası,” İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası, 3 (November 1924), 53-57. 
615 Kürşat Karacagil, “Üsküdar’ın İmarına Dair Bir Rapor (1924),” Üsküdar Sempozyumu IV (3-5 Kasım 2006), 
vol. 1 (İstanbul: Üsküdar Belediyesi, 2007), 155-168.   
616 “İstanbul’un Tezyin ve İmarı Hakkında Esbak Üç Şehreminin Raporları,” İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası, 
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involved, among others, opening large streets, implementing sewage networks, and relocating 

the port and the train station. Unlike Süreyya Paşa who called for investments in the 

Anatolian part of Istanbul, he advised that the present resources had to be channeled 

exclusively to the old city and Galata. Cemil Paşa concluded that a commission of public 

works consisting of members from municipal council, chamber of commerce, university, and 

national parliament as well as from the residents of Istanbul should supervise these projects, 

and employ an experienced foreign expert of urbanism as an advisor. Finally, the third report 

by Mehmed Ali Bey (1921) dwelled extensively on the issue of finance. Similar to Tevfik 

Bey, he found the idea of a program counterproductive at the moment, and recommended the 

municipality to focus on ameliorating its financial capabilities in the first place.617 

 Some of the contributors to the Istanbul Municipality Journal addressed the issue of 

urban modernization in relation to the preservation of historical monuments. Mehmed Ziya, a 

member of the Committee of the Preservation of Old Monuments, criticized some of the 

recently constructed, large-scale buildings for being disrespectful to city’s silhouette.618 Citing 

Hermann Jansen’s 1917 conference to support his argument, he urged against modern 

buildings that reduced the monumentality of imperial mosques. Echoing many other 

contributors to the debates over urban modernization, Mehmed Ziya averred that hasty 

interventions were doomed to fail. Another contributor to the journal on the same track was a 

resident foreigner, Albert Gabriel, a leading French art historian and archaeologist who served 

as the director of Institut Français d’Etudes Anatoliennes.619 To forestall any xenophobic 

criticism which was not uncommon at the time, Gabriel began his article by stating he had no 

intention to manipulate what was an essentially a Turkish affair. He pointed out the urgent 

need to clear up the immediate surroundings of historical monuments so as to protect them 
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from fire. Because new constructions and modern spaces such as parks and public squares 

were inevitable, Gabriel called for a master plan for a well-regulated transformation of the 

city. Soon after the publication of Gabriel’s 1928 article, a series of legal and financial reform 

in municipal administration paved the way for the adoption of a master plan, which led to the 

rise of an even more widespread attention in the issue of urban planning, one that manifested 

itself in more popular venues than the Istanbul Municipality Journal.  

 

Urban Planning Goes Mainstream 

 By the early 1930s, the idea of a master plan for Istanbul was turning from a longed 

for ideal to a possibility. At the national level, a series of legal regulations [notably the 

Municipalities Law (Belediyeler Kanunu) of 1930, the Municipality Buildings and Roads Law 

(Belediye Yapı ve Yollar Kanunu) of 1933, and the Law on Confiscations by Municipality 

(Belediyece Yapılacak İstimlak Hakkında Kanun) of 1934] strengthened the financial and 

legal position of municipal institutions, and, most importantly for our purposes, made it 

mandatory for all Turkish cities to adopt a master plan in five years starting from 1933.620 At 

the local level, successive commissions for the city’s modernization, which had produced next 

to nothing in the past two decades, gave way to increasing emphasis on urban planning. 

Between 1930 and 1936, the municipality repeatedly announced the priority of planning in its 

urbanism program. It approached many foreign planners. Concomitantly, the interest of the 

mainstream newspapers in the planned transformation of Istanbul burgeoned. Istanbul-based 

newspapers monitored and regularly covered any development that involved the issue of 

planning. More importantly, columnists and guest contributors recurrently dwelled on the 

necessity of a plan for the modernization of the city. By remolding technical matters into an 

                                                
620 “Belediyeler Kanunu” (Municipalities Law), number 1580, Resmi Gazete (Official Journal), April 14, 1930; 
“Belediye Yapı ve Yollar Kanunu,” (Municipalities Buildings and Roads Law), number 2433, Resmi Gazete 
(Official Journal), June 21, 1933; “Belediyece Yapılacak İstimlak Hakkında Kanun,” (Law on Confiscations by 
Municipalities) number 2497, Resmi Gazete (Official Journal), June 4, 1934. 
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accessible form with reference to actual urban issues in Istanbul, they processed and 

domesticated what would otherwise have sounded to the common reader as debates too 

professional and theoretical to make sense of. Put differently, newspapers played a critical 

role in popularizing the notion of urban planning in early republican Istanbul.   

 Cumhuriyet newspaper was a significant platform for the processing of ideas on urban 

planning. It constitutes an appropriate example thanks also to its longevity. Founded in 1924, 

the newspaper had survived the tumultuous political moments of 1925 (a major uprising in 

eastern Turkey and the first failed trial for multiparty politics) and 1930 (second failed trial 

for multiparty politics and a radical Islamist riot in a town in western Turkey), which either 

interrupted or banned for good the publication of many of its Istanbul-based peers.621 Yunus 

Nadi, owner and chief columnist of Cumhuriyet, played a critical role in the “translation” of 

the notion of plan from the professional circles to the common residents of Istanbul. A 

Member of Parliament between 1918 and 1943 who partook in the commission in charge of 

the construction of Ankara, Yunus Nadi had occasionally written about Istanbul’s urban 

issues already in the mid-1920s.622 But it was from the end of the decade onwards that Yunus 

Nadi began to devote his column more frequently and substantially to the modernization of 

Istanbul, writing dozens of articles, particularly about the notion of urban plan. His 

Cumhuriyet reported extensively about the planning of Istanbul. It also allocated space for 

contributors who wished to disseminate their ideas about urban interventions and plan.   

 “For Istanbul, the lack of a plan means an everlasting misery,” Yunus Nadi claimed in 

a 1930 article.623 He urged that the master plan should be the top priority of the municipality. 

Referring to Hermann Jansen whom he had interviewed a year ago, Yunus Nadi claimed that 

the cost of preparing a plan was insignificant. Once the municipality adopted a plan, its 

                                                
621 Later on, the government suspended Cumhuriyet for ten days in 1934, and for three months in 1940. 
622 Yunus Nadi, “İstanbul İçin,” Cumhuriyet, January 26, 1925.  
623 Yunus Nadi, “İstanbul’un İmarı,” Cumhuriyet, July 15, 1930.  
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expenditure would be over. It would be those people that hoped to benefit from the plan who 

would meet the costs of its implementation. Since he met Jansen in October 1929, this vague 

and ill-supported postulation became an idée-fixe for Yunus Nadi, who repeated it time and 

again.624 

 Jansen had a profound influence upon the journalist, whose interests actually laid 

more in politics than urbanism. Culling his examples from around Europe, specifically 

Germany, he convinced Yunus Nadi firmly that urban planning was the panacea to the misery 

of Istanbul. Yunus Nadi’s interest in urbanism came to a point where he was involved in a 

failed attempt to found a Turkish Urbanism Society in order to promote the idea of planning 

around the country.625 Along with Falih Rıfkı, he defended Jansen during the latter’s many 

public controversies with his Turkish colleagues, demanding respect for his vast expertise and 

experience in such European cities as Berlin, Nurnberg, and Madrid.626 Between 1929 and 

1932 when he frequently visited Turkey to oversee the implementation of his plan for Ankara, 

Jansen briefly negotiated with Istanbul Municipality to undertake the former capital’s plan as 

well. His recruitment seemed likely throughout 1932, but the municipality changed its mind 

next year and, as we will see below, invited four different foreign planners for a restricted 

competition.627  

 For Yunus Nadi, planning was the sole means to put an end to the disorderliness of the 

urban environment in Istanbul as well as other Turkish cities. He argued that urban planning 

was actually a sign of progress, an argument seeking the support of modernization 

proponents: “After we haphazardly settled in our cities and towns for centuries, we finally 

                                                
624 Yunus Nadi, “Yansen’in Fikirleri,” Cumhuriyet, October 4, 1929; Yunus Nadi, “Yansen’le Karşı Karşıya,” 
Cumhuriyet, October 5, 1929.  
625 Yunus Nadi, “Prof. Yansen Ankara’da,” Cumhuriyet, November 2, 1931.  
626 Yunus Nadi, Prof. Yansen’i Takdir, Cumhuriyet, November 6, 1931; Yunus Nadi, “İhtisasa Hürmet 
Lazımdır!” Cumhuriyet, November 7, 1931.  
627 “İstanbulun Planı: Prof. Yansen tedkikat yapmaya başladı,” Cumhuriyet, April 24, 1932; “İstanbulun Planı: 
Yansen tekliflerini belediyeye verdi,” Cumhuriyet, April 30, 1932; “Yansen şehrimize geldi,” Cumhuriyet, 
October 13, 1932.   
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understood that they should only develop according to a program. This should be considered 

as a stage of progress [terakki merhalesi]. The only way to construct, rehabilitate, and 

beautify a city or a town is to have their plans prepared by experts.”628 The expert Yunus Nadi 

had in mind was not necessarily Jansen, but, without doubt, a well-reputed foreigner.  

 Cumhuriyet extensively covered the involvement of foreign experts such as Jansen 

and others we will see shortly in the planning of Istanbul. It announced their arrival in the 

city, negotiations with the municipality, proposals for the future shape of Istanbul, and the 

conferences they gave on modern urbanism.629 Any other development regarding urban 

planning found their way into the pages of Cumhuriyet, from interviews with mayor Muhittin 

Bey to the issues of port, railway station, or bridges connecting two sides of both the Golden 

Horn and the Bosphorus.630 One of the recurrent issues in these reports, as well as in Yunus 

Nadi’s own articles, involved the need to stop all constructions until the approval of a plan. 

Even though the municipality attempted to halt private interventions in the urban fabric lest 

they complicate the impending urban plan, it largely failed especially in such areas as Taksim 

and Şişli, where high-rise residential buildings mushroomed due to the prospects of handsome 

profits.631 

 Yunus Nadi was not the only contributor to the debates over the planning of Istanbul 

in Cumhuriyet. The newspaper also accommodated guest contributors. Yunus Nadi’s personal 

role extended beyond his capacity as the editor in chief publishing local views on the 
                                                
628 Yunus Nadi, “Plan ve Program,” Cumhuriyet, July 31, 1930.  
629 For a selection, see “Bir Mütehassıs Getirtiliyor,” Cumhuriyet, October 11, 1931; “Asri Şehircilik Nasıl 
Olur? Prof. Ehrgötz [sic] dün bir konferans verdi.” Cumhuriyet, April 2, 1933; “ İstanbulun Planı Nasıl Olmalı,” 
Cumhuriyet, July 19, 1933; “Mütehassıs, Belediye Bu İşe Karışmasın Diyor,” Cumhuriyet, July 26, 1933.  
630 “Şehir Neden İmar Edilemiyor? Muhittin Bey, para yok ne söylesek boş, diyor,” Cumhuriyet, January 9, 
1931; Yunus Nadi, “İstanbul Limanı,” Cumhuriyet, October 22, 1929; Yunus Nadi, “İstanbul’da Asma Köprü,” 
Cumhuriyet, January 7, 1930; Yunus Nadi, “İstanbul Limanı,” Cumhuriyet, April 6, 1930.  
631 “Şehir Planları Yapılıncaya Kadar İstanbul’da Yeni İnşaat Tatil Edildi,” Cumhuriyet, June 28, 1933; “Şehir 
Planı Yapılıncaya Dek İnşaat Sıkı Bir Kayıt Altına Alındı,” Cumhuriyet, August 21, 1934; “Şehir Planı Yapılana 
Dek İnşaatın Men’i Düşünülüyor,” Cumhuriyet, March 1, 1935. The Ministry of Interior demanded a report form 
the municipality on the rapid increase in the construction of high-rise residential buildings. “Hükümet Yeni 
İnşaat İçin Tahkikat Yaptı,” Cumhuriyet, October 17, 1932. The high-rise apartment buildings drew popular 
criticism on their modernist forms. “İstanbulu İstanbul Olmaktan Çıkaran Binalar,” Cumhuriyet, January 9, 
1936. Also see Chapter 2. 
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modernization of the city. He even allocated his own editorial column on the front page a 

number of times to Alaettin Cemil, an M.P. from Istanbul who was working on a new 

periodical called Municipalities Journal (Belediyeler Mecmuası) to “disseminate the science 

of urbanism,” which would be the motto of the journal.632 In his first article, Alaettin Cemil 

argued that the quality of the municipal services was an index of a nation’s civilization, and 

stressed the significance of the science of urbanism (şehircilik ilmi). The references for his 

argument were the articles by two French urbanists scheduled to be published in the inaugural 

issue of the Municipalities Journal: Alfred Agache, who submitted an entry to the 

competition for the planning of Istanbul in 1934, and René Danger, planner of İzmir as well 

as several Syrian and Lebanese cities under the French mandate in the 1930s.633 

 In his subsequent front-page articles in Cumhuriyet, Alaettin Cemil dwelled on the 

International Union of Local Authorities, which Istanbul Municipality Journal had covered in 

detail. He pointed out the decision taken at the 1934 congress of the union in Lyon to promote 

the institutionalization of urbanism as a field of study.634 Referring to Harvard University and 

the Institut d’Urbanisme of Paris University among many other examples from around Europe 

including Poland and Rumenia where urbanism had been taught for quite a while, Alaettin 

Cemil urged the Turkish authorities to bridge the gap as soon as possible.635 His description of 

urbanism and urbanist shows that the interdisciplinary nature of the craft, which many 

Turkish commentators had widely emphasized a decade ago, was well-established by the mid-
                                                
632 İstanbul Mebusu Alaettin Cemil, “Belediye İşleri Bir Milletin Medeniyet Seviyesini Gösterir,” Cumhuriyet, 
August 18, 1934.  
633 The first issue did feature an article by Agache but not by Danger: Profesör Agaş [sic], “Şehircilik,” 
Belediyeler Dergisi, 1 (June 1934), 50-52. René Danger sent seven articles on urbanism to the journal, titled 
“Master Plan,” “Principles That Should Guide Urbanism,” “How to Prepare an Master Plan,” “Beauty in 
Urbanism,” “Legal Regulations on Urbanism in France,” “Schools of Urbanism in France,” “Regulations on 
Roads.” The first two of these articles were published together in the second issue with Alâettin Cemil’s own 
translation, but, even though the journal promised to publish the rest in its upcoming issues, it did not: Rene [sic] 
Danger, “Şehir Plânı,” “Şehircilikte Egemen Olması Lâzım Gelen Fikirler,” Belediyeler Dergisi, 2 (July 1934), 
5-10 and 10-17, respectively. Danger continued to publish articles in the journal, as the following one on what to 
expect from an urbanist and what information to supply him/her with: Pr. Rene [sic] Danger, “Bir Şehirciden Ne 
İstemelidir ve Bir Şehirciye Ne Gibi Malûmat Vermelidir,” 3-9.  
634 Alaettin Cemil, “Şehircilik ve Mahalli İdareler İlmi,” Cumhuriyet, September 4, 1934.  
635 Alaettin Cemil, “Avrupa’da Şehircilik Dersleri,” Cumhuriyet, October 4, 1934. 
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1930s: “Urbanism is a science that has been founded with the help of many sciences. 

Topographers, economists, medical doctors, fine arts critics, engineers, architects, agricultural 

scientists, and even historians should contribute to the preparation of a city plan. One who 

knows enough of all these sciences to draw up a city plan is called an urbanist.”636  

 Inner pages of Cumhuriyet also featured articles on the urban transformation of 

Istanbul by guest columnists. One frequent contributor was Vefa Birson, a bureaucrat who 

published numerous articles from 1935 onwards on urban issues of Istanbul in Cumhuriyet, as 

well as in Tan newspaper and İstanbul Municipality Journal.637 His interventions usually 

involved proposals for specific urban areas or buildings with occasional articles devoted to 

the question of urban planning.638 The number of similar articles flourished by the mid-1930s 

due to the search for local agency with the acceleration of the municipality’s attempts to 

recruit an urban planner. Another guest contributor to Cumhuriyet that wrote about the 

planning of Istanbul was Sedat Çetintaş, a leading architect specializing on the documentation 

and restoration of Ottoman monuments, to which he devoted most of his newspaper articles 

(Figure 42). In an article published in March 1936, Çetintaş dwelled on the role of Turkish 

architects in the planning of Istanbul.639 While conceding that no Turkish architect was 

qualified to undertake Istanbul’s urban plan, Çetintaş urged that a foreigner should not be 

allowed to implement whatever he saw appropriate. It was rather the Turks who should 

determine the main outlines of the master plan according to “contemporary and modern” (asrî 

ve modern) needs. Because foreign planners could easily manipulate non-architect jury 

members [whether Çetintaş had the relationship between Jansen and Yunus Nadi in mind 

remains intriguing], he warned, Turkish architects should assume authority over urban 
                                                
636 Alaettin Cemil, “Belediyeler İmar Heyeti ile Şehircilik Esasları Kuruluyor,” Cumhuriyet, June 26, 1935. 
637 Vefa Birson, “Taksim Meydanı,” Tan, May 15, 1939; Vefa Birson, “Değişen İstanbul,” İstanbul Şehremaneti 
Mecmuası, 176-177 (July-August 1939), 111-129. 
638Vefa Birson, “Atatürk Köprüsü Nereye Yapılmalı,” Cumhuriyet, May 1, 1935; Vefa Birson, “Dolmabahçe 
Meydanı,” Cumhuriyet, May 6, 1935; Vefa Birson, “İstanbulun İmar İşi Bir Elden İdare Edilmeli,” Cumhuriyet, 
February 11, 1936.  
639 Sedat Çetintaş, “İstanbulun Planını Bir An Evvel Yaptıralım,” Cumhuriyet, March 19, 1936.  
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planning. Çetintaş was not the only Turkish architect who pushed for agency in the planning 

of Istanbul. His fellow architects struggled for having a say in the master plan throughout the 

1930s, to which I turn in the next section.   

 

Figure 42: Sedat Çetintaş’s article, Cumhuriyet, March 19, 1936. The title goes: “We Should 
Have Istanbul’s Plan Prepared As Soon As Possible: It is our duty as hosts to give directives 
to the expert we will recruit.”  
 
 
The Challenge of Turkish Architects   

  In 1933, three years before Çetintaş’s newspaper article, architect Burhan Arif 

expressed similar concerns about the planning of Istanbul in a short article published in 
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Mimar, a journal founded in 1931 by young Turkish architects to promote architectural 

profession, disseminate modernist principles, and claim agency for Turkish architects at both 

the bureaucratic and professional levels.640 Having graduated from the Fine Arts Academy in 

1928 with a degree in architecture, Burhan Arif worked at the offices of Le Corbusier and 

Auguste Perret. In Paris, he also attended classes at the Institut d’Urbanisme, where he 

cultivated an interest in urbanism. Upon returning to Turkey in 1931, he signed his 

publications as “urbanist architect” (ürbanist mimar), which earned him the title of first 

Turkish urbanist later on.641 In reaction to the common belief that the planning of Istanbul 

should be entrusted to a foreign expert, Burhan Arif’s article argued that only its native 

residents could prepare the master plan of Istanbul.642 For only those who spent a long time in 

the city could appreciate its peculiar aesthetic scales (bedii mikyas), diagnose its ills, and 

remedy them. According to Burhan Arif, the Italian model was more appropriate for Istanbul 

than western European and American ones. He proposed the method adopted for the planning 

of fascist Rome, a city similar to Istanbul in terms of both natural setting and historical 

patrimony: a commission of Italian architects, not international celebrities, working in depth 

on the urban problems and coming up with effective solutions in the form of a plan.643  

 Several articles on the same track as Burhan Arif featured in Mimar (renamed Arkitekt 

in 1935) throughout the 1930s. While it focused more on architecture, the journal also 

featured articles on urbanism in general, and the planning of Istanbul in particular. The very 

first article of the inaugural issue was titled “Istanbul and Urbanism.”644 The author, Sedad 

Hakkı, perhaps the most celebrated Turkish architect of the past century, was one of the 

                                                
640 Burhan Arif, “İstanbul’un Planı,” Mimar, 29 (May 1933), 154-161. 
641 Behçet Ünsal; “İlk Şehirci Mimarımız Burhan Arif Ongun ile Bir Söyleşi”, Arkitekt, 374 (1979), 62-64.  
642 Burhan Arif, “İstanbul’un Planı,” Mimar, 29 (May 1933), 154-161. 
643 Burhan Arif’s familiarity with Rome’s rebuilding under Mussolini originated from a three-month long study 
trip in Italy, on which he had published an article at İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası in 1931, and explained the 
method of preparing a master plan for Rome: Burhan Arif, “Roma Şehrinin İnkişaf Planları – Şehir Müzesi – 
Bizim için alınacak ibretler,” İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası, 80 (April 1931), 304-307.  
644 Mimar Alişanzade Sedat Hakkı, “İstanbul ve Şehircilik,” Mimar, 1 (January 1931), 1-4.  
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founders of the journal. In this article, he discussed Istanbul’s major urban problems such as 

the burnt areas, historical monuments, and uncontrolled building activities. Because of 

financial constraints and lack of long-term municipal program, he continued, the 

municipality’s archive was full of unexecuted plans. Sedad Hakkı warned against the 

obliteration of deep-rooted urban harmonies in Istanbul due to the unconscious imitation of 

European architecture, which was much en vogue in the early republican city. “Who will 

enlighten people?” Sedad Hakkı asked rhetorically: “Architect! We are publishing this journal 

to arouse respect to and confidence in architect and art (mimara ve sanata karşı daha çok 

hürmet ve itimat).”      

 In another 1931 article published in Mimar, architect Faruk Galip contended that the 

municipality should avoid spending its meager resources on a master plan at all.645 Because 

Istanbul could not afford a large-scale transformation, he claimed, it would be better to 

improve urban conditions in stages than failing to implement an ambitious plan. A program 

based on thorough research would be more effective than a plan hastily prepared by a 

foreigner. Similar to many other contributors to Mimar, Faruk Galip targeted the sensibilities 

of non-professional readers: “We should not forget that the level of a national civilization is 

gauged according to the organization and comfort of its cities.” The significance of an in-

depth research of urban conditions in Istanbul also informed an article Burhan Arif published 

in Mimar earlier the same year.646 In this article, Burhan Arif regretted the lack of an 

urbanism library containing data and documents on the past and present of Istanbul. He 

argued that demographic data and a study of the conditions of hygiene were two of the critical 

requirements, which would form the basis of a master plan.  

                                                
645 Faruk Galip, “Şehrin İmarı ve Belediye,” Mimar, 9 (September 1931), 285-286. 
646 Burhan Arif, “İstanbulun İmarı Hakkında Notlar,” Mimar, 5 (May 1931), 149-153.  
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 Another notable intervention to the debates over the planning of Istanbul came from 

students of the Fine Arts Academy in 1932.647 Supervised by Ernst Egli, Swiss-Austrian 

director of the academy who designed a number of public buildings in Ankara between 1927 

and 1940, the senior students of architecture devoted their urbanism studio to preparing an 

urban transformation plan for Istanbul (Figure 43). Their plan proposed residential quarters 

along the Marmara Sea, an industrial zone in the Golden Horn area, and large recreation 

facilities in the burnt out areas. The students’ plan featured in Cumhuriyet, reaching out of the 

exhibition space in the academy and the restricted audience of Mimar.648 The newspaper 

reported the plan in detail, praised its suggestions, and congratulated the students and their 

supervisor. The coverage even invited criticism, also published in Cumhuriyet, from the 

technical director of the municipality who rejected the idea of suspension bridge connecting 

the European and Asian parts of Istanbul.649 In his response, Egli claimed that the 

extraordinary interest the students’ plan aroused was a clear sign of the long-lasting plight of 

Istanbul.650  

                                                
647 “İstanbul Planı Etüdü,” Mimar, 21 (September 1932), 258-259.  
648 “İstanbul Nasıl Olmalı? Prof. Egli talebelerile beraber şayani dikkat bir proje hazırladı,” Cumhuriyet, July 20, 
1932.  
649 “Asma Köprü İstenmiyor. Belediye, Egli’nin Etüdünü Tenkit Ediyor,” Cumhuriyet, July 26, 1932.  
650 “Asma Köprü Meselesi,” Cumhuriyet, July 28, 1932. 
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Figure 43: Study for an Istanbul Plan by senior students of the Fine Arts Academy. (Arkitekt)   

  

 By 1933, Turkish architects directed their attention to the competition between three 

European architects for planning Istanbul. Before talking about the competition, it would be 

worth mentioning an earlier attempt of the Istanbul Municipality to recruit a foreign planner. 
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Back in 1924, the municipality had briefly collaborated with Carl Lörcher. Having worked 

with Hermann Muthesius in the early 1910s, the German architect had been involved in the 

planning of Leipzig and Belgrade before. In fact, he had first come to Istanbul during the First 

World War, and, in 1922, submitted a proposal for the rebuilding of the Galata-Pera area 

(Figure 44). Just as Hermann Jansen, at the time when the Istanbul Municipality approached 

him to plan the former capital, Lörcher was already working on planning Ankara.651 The 

minutes of the Municipal Council from 1924 provide clues regarding Lörcher’s work in 

Istanbul. In response to a member who proposed the municipality should work with foreign 

experts to make Istanbul a “civilized” city given the absence of qualified Turkish candidates, 

the mayor Emin Bey boasted that Lörcher and his office in Berlin had been working on the 

task for a while, and he would submit the plan for Üsküdar in a month.652 The German 

architect did submit a proposal for Üsküdar, but apparently not for the rest of the city.653 His 

Üsküdar plan was quickly forgotten in the municipality’s shelves.    

                                                
651 Ali Cengizkan, Ankara’nın İlk Planı: 1924-1925 Lörcher Planı (Ankara: Ankara Enstitüsü Vakfı, 2004); 
Levent Uluiş, “Lörcher’in Ankara’sı: Anti-Modernist ve Otoriter Eğilimleri Yansıtan Bir Şehir Tahayyülü,” 
Toplumsal Tarih, 187 (July 2009): 73-82.  
652 Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, 11 Mart 1340-30 Eylül 1340 (İstanbul: Şehremaneti Matbaası, 
1926), 542-543. 
653 “...Almanyalı Herr Lörher [sic] komisyonun talebine rağmen henüz planları [İstanbul and Beyoğlu] 
göndermemiştir.” “Üsküdar’ın Müstakbel Planı Tesbit Edildi,” Cumhuriyet, January 21,1925. Lörcher’s Üsküdar 
plan is available in the municipal archives, but not the ones for Istanbul and Beyoğlu, making it highly possible 
that he never sent them along.   
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Figure 44: Lörcher’s Plan for Üsküdar (Atatürk Library)   
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 In a 1923 interview, the mayor Ali Haydar Bey had expressed his hope to invite a 

foreign planner in two or three years once the municipal budget was rehabilitated.654 

However, the arrival of foreign planners took ten years. The idea of organizing a competition 

for a master plan, one which would be limited to a few renowned urbanists, was on 

municipality’s table as early as 1930.655 Hermann Jansen was the only potential participant 

back then. By late 1931, two French names also circulated in the press: Léon Jaussely and 

Alfred Agache.656 The winner of Grand Prix de Rome in 1903 a year after Henri Prost, 

Jaussely was best known for his Barcelona plan. He had ranked second after Jansen in the 

competition for Ankara’s master plan in 1927, also a limited one with the third contestant 

being German planner Joseph Brix. Just as Henri Prost, Jaussely was a founding member of 

the Société Française des Urbanistes in 1911, of which he also served as president. So was 

Alfred Agache, his secrétaire général. Agache’s reputation originated from his plan proposals 

for the city of Canberra, and, more importantly, Rio de Janeiro, which, as we have seen 

above, inspired Falih Rıfkı during his voyage to Brazil in 1927.  

 By 1933, Jansen and Jaussely had been eliminated in favor of Hermann Ehlgoetz and 

Henri Prost. Ehlgoetz was a professor at the Berlin Technische Hochschule, and best known 

for his plan for the German city of Essen. Prost, who was the planning director of Paris at the 

time, informed the municipality that he might not come to Istanbul due to his busy schedule, 

and proposed Jacques Lambert, who was working with him in Paris at the time. Even though 

he left an open door, which led the municipality to wait for him until October and to 

reconsider the competition with four instead of three contestants, Prost did not show up in 

                                                
654 Tanin, August 25, 1923. Quoted in Osman Nuri Ergin, İstanbul Şehreminleri (İstanbul: İşaret Yayınları, 2007 
(Originally published in 1927).  
655 “Şehrin Planı. Belediye bir müsabaka açıyor,” Cumhuriyet, December 23, 1930.  
656 “İstanbulun Planı,” Cumhuriyet, October 24, 1931.  
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1933 at all. Jacques Lambert, the most junior and least known of all, had been involved in 

various architectural and planning enterprises in France and the United States.657 

 Agache, Ehlgoetz, and Lambert arrived in Istanbul one after the other in 1933. The 

municipality handed them a general map of the city with no further directions or demands, 

and asked them to submit their proposals for the urban transformation of Istanbul. It 

unequivocally stated that the proposals were meant to let the jury assess the competence of 

each contestant to undertake the planning of Istanbul. The winner would then undertake a 

thorough research to prepare the actual plan. The competitors stayed in Istanbul for a month, 

conducted research, gave conferences about modern urbanism, and left the city. They avoided 

making any proposals in advance during their newspaper interviews.658 In early 1934, the 

planners submitted their written reports and sketches, proposing solutions to specific 

problems of the city ranging from transportation to historical monuments.659 The reports were 

promptly translated into Turkish and distributed to the jury members for examination.660 

 The jury consisted of the mayor Muhittin Bey, Celal Esad, the former and current 

directors of the Comiittee of the Preservation of Old Monuments (Halil Edhem and Aziz 

Bey), professors of engineering and public hygiene, bureaucrats of the municipality, and 

members of the Istanbul Municipal Council.661 When the names of the jury members were 

announced, Turkish architects swiftly criticized that they were not represented.662 The Union 

                                                
657 Short biographies of these architects were provided in two contemporary publications: Osman Nuri Ergin, 
Cumhuriyet ve İstanbul Mahalli İdaresi (İstanbul: Türk Anonim Şirketi, 1933), 40-41; “İstanbul Şehir Plânı,” 
Arkitekt 50 (February 1935): 61-68.  
658 “Şehircilik Mütehassısı Geldi. M. Agache bugünden itibaren tedkikata başlıyor,” Cumhuriyet, June 6, 1933; 
“İstanbul İçin Getirilen Mütehassıslar,” Cumhuriyet, June 22, 1933.   
659 “Şehrin Planı,” Cumhuriyet, January 17, 1934.  
660 Jacques Henri Lambert, İmar Raporu (İstanbul: Milli Neşriyat Yurdu, 1933); Alfred Agache, Büyük İstanbul 
Tanzim ve İmar Programı (İstanbul: İstanbul Belediye Matbaası, 1934); Hermann Ehlgötz, İstanbul Şehrinin 
Umumi Planı (İstanbul: Ahmet Sait Matbaası, 1934). Lambert also submitted his report to the prime minister, 
İsmet Paşa, in 1935: BCA, 030-0-010-000-000-82-537-1 (A La Haute Excellence Ismet Paşa, President du 
Conseil de Ministeres de Turquie: Rapport de Mission d’Urbanism, Istanbul Juin Juillet 1933, Paris Octobre 
Novembere Decembre 1933) 
661 “Şehrin Planı,” Cumhuriyet, January 17, 1934.  
662 “İstanbulun Planı ve Türk Mimarlar. Projeyi tetkik heyetinde neden bir mimarımız yok,” Cumhuriyet, 
January 21, 1934.  
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of Architects argued that all civilized countries consulted with their own architects to make 

decisions about the future of cities. In response, the municipality included Egli and Ahmet 

Sabri, a Germany-educated Turkish architect, to the jury to appease the architects, but to no 

avail. The latter argued that their Swiss-Austrian professor and Germany-educated colleague 

could not represent local architects who commended a deeper familiarity with their city.663 

The Turkish architects could not obtain further concessions. The mayor defiantly stated that 

the municipality would not accept any imposition regarding the jury members.664 After all, he 

stated, there were enough architects in the jury, referring to those working for the 

municipality.  

 In Mimar/Arkitekt, Burhan Arif, who insisted that “the city’s own children” should 

undertake Istanbul’s plan, targeted Agache in two consecutive articles, criticizing the French 

architect’s work in Sao Paulo and Rio de Janeiro.665 In the second article, Burhan Arif argued 

that the landscape of Istanbul bore a centuries-long Turkish imprint, and there was nothing in 

the city to experiment with as the mountains of Rio, “a rootless city.” He rhetorically asked 

whether a Turkish urbanism did not exist: “Turkish urbanism is neither German nor Latin. It 

is rather a manifestation of a nation’s culture on the land, a nation that has its own history.”666  

 The jury examined the entries until early 1935, and awarded Ehlgoetz the first prize. 

Twenty-two members voted for him, seven for Agache, and none for Lambert.667 The jury 

report demonstrates that the French contestants lost primarily because of the ostentatiousness 

of their proposals given the modest means of the city, such as a subway line passing under the 

                                                
663 “Şehrin plânı. Jüri heyetinde Türk mimarı var mı yok mu?” “Mimarlar Birliği’nin Cevabı,” Cumhuriyet, 
January 23, 1934.  
664 “Şehir planı ve mimarlarımız,” Cumhuriyet, January 23, 1934.  
665 Burhan Arif, “İstanbul’un Planı,” Mimar 29 (May 1933), 154-161; Burhan Arif, “İstanbulun Planları,” 
Mimar 30 (June 1933): 178. 
666 Ibid.  
667 “Jüri Kararını Verdi. Dünkü İçtimada Şehir Planını Yapmak Üzere 7ye karşı 22 reyle Ehlgötz seçildi,” 
Cumhuriyet, February 27, 1935.  
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Golden Horn.668 It often brought up economic rationality to describe the superiority of 

Ehlgoetz’s specific proposals, among which the proposal to locate the port at the confluence 

of the Bosphorus and Marmara Sea in the Asian part of the city appealed the jury members 

the most. Once they misplaced the port, the report stated referring to Agache and Lambert, 

most of their urban arrangements failed as well.669 Perhaps thanks to the advice of Hermann 

Jansen, a colleague familiar with Turkey, Ehlgoetz skillfully played with the jury’s 

sensibilities. He showed the willingness to collaborate with his Turkish colleagues, contrary 

to Agache, who made a grave strategic mistake by demanding that the municipality should 

stay out of the process because, he said, “a patient cannot heal his own wounds.”670 Ehlgoetz 

remarked that it was the Turkish economists who would eventually determine whether the 

port should be in Haydarpaşa, which he proposed, or elsewhere. Ehlgoetz’s invitation to share 

agency in the planning of Istanbul delighted the jury members, which included, at the time of 

the decision, Yahya Kemal, one of the leading Turkish poets of the twentieth century.  

 

A Poet’s Intervention  

 Istanbul was a recurrent trope in the poetry of Yahya Kemal. The gifted and equally 

controversial poet passionately researched about and strolled through the imperial capital 

upon his return from Paris in 1913, where he had spent nine years and developed an interest in 

history. His works deployed the past and present of Istanbul to the service of Turkish 

nationalism both before and during the republican period. Following his diplomatic service 

for seven years as ambassador to Warsaw, Lisbon, and Madrid (where he became friends with 

King Alphonso XIII of Spain), Yahya Kemal returned to Turkey in 1933, and partook in the 

jury in charge of examining the three plan proposals. A speech he made at the Istanbul 
                                                
668 “İstanbul Şehir Plânı,” Arkitekt 50 (February 1935): 61-68. 
669 Ibid., 64.   
670 Agache’s point drew the protest of the technical staff of the municipality, who adopted the same metaphor 
and argued that a patient knew the best what his/her own problem was. “Mütehassıs, belediye bu işe karışmasın 
diyor,” Cumhuriyet, July 26, 1933. 
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Municipal Council in 1935, which was published almost thirty years later, dwelled on two 

major themes.671 One was that the master plan should be in harmony with the economic 

potential of the city. A too ambitious plan, Yahya Kemal argued, would necessarily be revised 

or abandoned for good in the future, with disgrace bearing on the shoulders of the jury 

members.  

 The second theme involved the necessity of the participation of Turkish architects to 

the planning of Istanbul. Yahya Kemal approvingly cited Ehlgoetz: “The transformation of a 

city cannot not be left to the whims of a foreign architect. It can only be achieved by Turkish 

urbanists and experts.”672 Probably because he was unable to follow similar debates 

circulating around for a while during his seven years long diplomatic service in Europe, 

Yahya Kemal declared enthusiastically that Ehlgoetz’s was a novel approach. He quickly 

traced the issue back to the eighteenth century, the aftermath of the so-called “Tulip Period” 

(1718-1730), a term he himself coined to denote the recurring use of the tulip motif in the 

burgeoning arts and culture of the time.673 In perfect harmony with the nationalist 

architectural historiography in the early republic, Yahya Kemal argued that the decline of 

Turkish architecture after 1730 was due to the elimination of “national” (milli) architects in 

favor of “local but not national” (gayr-ı milli fakat yerli) architects, by which he meant non-

Muslim Ottomans, particularly Armenian architects of the Ottoman court.674 It was not 

enough to be a Turk, he continued, but one should think like a Turk: “I even saw Turks who 

defended the elimination of cypresses [an integral element of urban landscape in Istanbul].”675 

Yahya Kemal was cognizant that there was no Turkish expert to entrust with the task of 

                                                
671 Yahya Kemal, Aziz İstanbul (İstanbul: Yahya Kemal Enstitüsü, 1964), 161-171.  
672 Ibid., 162.  
673 Can Erimtan, Ottomans Looking West? The Origins of Tulip Age and Its Development in Modern Turkey 
(New York: IB Tauris, 2008), 20.  
674 For the early republican historiography on eighteenth century Ottoman architecture, see Shirine Hamadeh, 
“Westernization, Decadence, and the Turkish Baroque: Modern Constructions of the Eighteenth Century,” 
Muqarnas: An Annual on the Visual Culture of the Islamic World 24 (2007): 185-197.  
675 Yahya Kemal, Aziz İstanbul, 169. 
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planning Istanbul. However, he argued, Turkish participation to the planning effort was 

essential. For urbanism did not consist of universal formulas, but was subject to 

appropriations according to climate and people.  

 

Theatricalities of Planning 

 The Turkish architects’ bid for undertaking the planning of Istanbul may have failed in 

reality, but a theater play written in 1934 and published in 1936 symbolically reversed the 

situation.676 Authored by a leading playwright of his time, Musahipzade Celal, The 

Reconstruction of Istanbul (İstanbul’un İmarı) revolves around a Turkish architect, Azmi, 

who has recently won the competition for planning Istanbul. That the planning of Istanbul 

found its way into being the leitmotif of a theater play clearly demonstrates the intensity of 

debates over the issue during the first half of the 1930s. The blatantly nationalist plot also 

reflects some of the architectural and social controversies of the decade.   

 A young and idealist architect, Azmi devotes himself to the modernization of Istanbul 

as well as Turkey at large, often traveling to remote corners of Anatolia for architectural and 

urban projects. Thrilled to have won the competition “despite various intrigues of his Turkish 

and foreigner rivals,” he enthusiastically works on and talks about his plan. His wife, Rezan, 

the frivolous and Francophile daughter of an Ottoman notable, remains indifferent to Azmi’s 

idealism. Saib Bey, her ludicrously Europeanized and self-indulgent father, too, is utterly 

cynical about the efforts to modernize Turkish cities. The son of an Ottoman Minister of 

Public Works (a delightful detail, indeed, implying the ineptitude of the old regime in urban 

modernization), he represents “cosmopolitanism,” a pejorative term in the age of rampant 

                                                
676 Musahipzade Celal, Selma (İstanbul’un İmarı), (Published in a collection of his plays: Musahipzade Celal, 
Kafes Arkasında (İstanbul: Kanaat Kitabevi, 1936). The play was not staged until 1961.  
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Turkish nationalism.677 Despite the utter apathy and sarcasm of his wife and father-in-law, 

Azmi has also an enthusiastic audience: Hürrem, a young doctor, Nevin, his fiancée, and 

Selma, an idealist teacher who has just come back from Anatolia for vacation. He tells them 

about new boulevards, parks, bridges connecting both sides of the Bosphorus, modernization 

of much-neglected Üsküdar, and a large square in Beyazıt surrounded by a modern theater, 

municipality, and university. At the same time, Azmi’s plan preserves and restores historical 

monuments. All these themes were actually circulating extensively around newspapers and 

periodicals in the early 1930s. Azmi’s proposals in İstanbul’un İmarı, in fact, reflect 

Musahipzade Celal’s own ideas about the transformation of Istanbul.678      

 The play also comments on Turkish art, and condemns the “cosmopolitan” 

belittlement of its merits. Selma, who represents ideal Turkish woman being modern and 

respectful of national culture at the same time, makes embroidery with traditional motifs. 

While the old nanny loves her designs, Rezan pays no attention and suggests Selma to show 

them to Azmi, whose study room, she says, “smells ayran,” Turkish yoghurt drink, and is full 

of tiles, Seljuk motifs, and old Turkish swords. Azmi does praise the beauty of Selma’s 

designs, and loathes a foreigner who mistakes them for Spanish embroidery, as well as all 

cosmopolitans who attribute all Turkish merits to Europeans. Furthermore, the public 

buildings Azmi envisioned for Istanbul are all Turkish revivalist, with occasional references 

to ancient Anatolian and Mesopotamian civilizations such as the Sumerian doors of the 

municipality building.679 “Arabesque motifs in the age of cubism?” Rezan laughs teasingly. 

Azmi’s response is a perfect embodiment of the argument promoted by contemporary Turkish 

                                                
677 Born in 1868, Mustahipzade Celal wrote a number of plays set in eighteenth and nineteenth century Istanbul, 
which focused on social life rather than being reinterpretations of historical events and personalities. Murat 
Tuncay, Musahipzade Celal Tiyatrosunda Osmanlı Tavrı (İstanbul: Boğaziçi Üniversitesi Yayınları, 2004) 
678 Ibid., 10; Sevda Şener, Musahipzade Celâl ve Tiyatrosu (Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu Basımevi, 1963): 176.  
679 Musahipzade Celal appropriately notes the contemporary interest in ancient Anatolian and Mesopotamian 
civilizations. His crave for the reinterpretation of classical Ottoman architecture in modern constructions, 
however, was not so timely. In the Turkish architectural scene of the time, modernism had recently triumphed 
over the National Architectural Renaissance, apparently to Musahipzade Celal’s displeasure, who had Rezan, a 
lumpen par excellence, defend cubism, a popular term for architectural modernism.  
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art historians in response to the Orientalist downplaying of Turkish art as a derivative of 

Arabo-Persian and Byzantine traditions: “Arabesque? Turkish architecture is an art in its own 

right! It has not been taken from anywhere. It was Turkish genius that has founded it.”680 His 

approach to the history of Turkish architecture in the past century is in tune with Yahya 

Kemal, one which laments the rise of non-national architects at the expense of Turkish ones: 

“The cosmopolitan spirit, which infiltrated into Istanbul’s air, has corroded our architecture 

for a century. If we clean this, the nobility of Turkish architecture will reappear, and even you 

[Saib Bey] would admire its beauty.”681  

 Meanwhile, Rezan flirts with a rogue disguising himself as gentleman, Pertev, who 

induces her to steal Azmi’s sketches and plans for Istanbul. Pertev’s actual goal is to sell the 

plans to an American company, which has long been after them despite Azmi’s resolute 

defiance. Selma eavesdrops them, and with the help of Hürrem and Nevin, unveils the plot. 

Utterly exasperated, Azmi attempts to kill the plotters. Selma soothes him with great 

difficulty. At the height of the tragic moment, Azmi proposes marriage to a hesitating Selma: 

“You shall work for the advancement of Turkish women and children, and I shall work for the 

reconstruction and rehabilitation of our dilapidated homeland.”682 

 

Conclusion 

 By the mid-1930s, the notion of master plan had become widely popular. Represented 

as the panacea to Istanbul’s urban crisis, it turned into a fruitful subject for satirical 

magazines. A cartoon published in Akbaba in 1935 features two men crossing the Bosphorus 

on a boat, probably standing for Yahya Kemal and Peyami Safa, both literary celebrities. 
                                                
680 This is precisely the argument Celal Esad pioneered in Turkish art historiography. Celal Esad Arseven, L’Art 
Turc: depuis son origine jusqu'á nos jours (Istanbul: Devlet Basımevi, 1939). Also see an Austrian attempt to 
incorporate Turkish art to the general corpus of world art during the early republic: Oya Pancaroglu, “Formalism 
and the Academic Foundation of Turkish Art in the Early Twentieth Century,” Muqarnas: An Annual on the 
Visual Culture of the Islamic World 24 (2007): 67-78.  
681 Musahipzade Celal, Selma (İstanbul’un İmarı), 56.  
682 Ibid., 70.  
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Peyami Safa announces that they will cross the Bosphorus via bridges once the master plan is 

implemented. Yahya Kemal responds: “We will have crossed the sırat before then,” referring 

to the narrow bridge everyone would pass on the day of judgment according to Islam (Figure 

45).683 Another cartoon features a well-dressed man standing right behind a woman, trying to 

grab her attention through metaphors derived from Istanbul’s urban problems: “Lady, I have 

been following you for three years as if I follow the fate of a document [in the bureaucratic 

offices]. I have been crumbling into pieces just as the streets of Istanbul. But nothing is heard 

from you just as the urban plan. Would I happen to be forgotten just as modern cemeteries 

(Figure 46).”684    

 Even though his proposal won the competition in 1935, Hermann Ehlgoetz never took 

up a post in Istanbul. A year later, the municipality reinvited Henri Prost, this time to take the 

charge of planning Istanbul’s urban transformation directly without competition, initiating a 

collaboration that would last for fifteen years. When Prost arrived in Istanbul in 1936, he 

encountered an immense popular interest in planned urbanism. For many years, diverse ideas 

and proposals about urban planning at large and specific projects in particular had circulated 

in local print media, generating a public opinion eager for the modernization of Istanbul. As 

we will see in Chapter 6, local actors and institutions closely monitored urban interventions, 

and contested both Prost and the Istanbul Municipality over several projects. The ensuing 

public debates and negotiations became a central component of Istanbul’s urban 

modernization. This chapter has demonstrated the roots of local interest in the notion of urban 

planning from the final years of the Ottoman Empire into the mid-1930s. Diverse ideas and 

arguments that circulated in local print media during this period significantly informed the 

urban transformations of Istanbul that accelerated from the late 1930s onwards.  

                                                
683 Akbaba, February 14, 1935.  
684 Akbaba, November 8, 1934.  
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 Local articulations of modern urbanism and urban planning were intertwined with 

national and global dynamics. Urban planning flourished around Turkey following the legal 

regulations of the early 1930s, which required each city to prepare a master plan. By 1938, 

eighty-two cities had adopted one.685 More importantly for the local interest in modern urban 

planning in Istanbul was the intense circulation of the global theories and practices. Foreign 

architects and planners were crucial channels of this circulation. They interconnected 

Istanbul’s local public sphere with the planning experiences of diverse cities from Latin 

America to Europe.686 The first generation of modernist Turkish architects also played an 

important role. Drawing on their experiences in Turkey and abroad as students and junior 

employees in the offices of leading European architects, they disseminated the theories and 

practices of modern urban planning in both their own professional journal, Mimar/Arkitekt, 

and in local newspapers. With the arrival of Prost, who had long worked in French North 

Africa, and a number of leading German architects and urbanists that fled Nazi Germany in 

the mid-1930s, Istanbul became an even more interesting platform for the articulation of 

theories and practices of modern urbanism. As comprehensive urban interventions began from 

1936 onwards, the encounters between different imaginations of modern city became 

intensified. In no realm were these encounters richer and more interesting than the realm of 

historical patrimony and architectural preservation, to which the next chapter turns.   
                                                
685 İlhan Tekeli, Cumhuriyetin Belediyecilik Öyküsü (1923-1990) (İstanbul: Tarih Vakfı Yurt Yayınları, 2014), 
92.   
686 For example, Bouvard was involved in the planning of Buenos Aires and Sao Paulo, Agache was the planner 
of Rio de Janeiro, and Lambert worked in the United States. Roseli D’Elboux, “Joseph-Antoine Bouvard in São 
Paulo, 1911: Antecedent Events and Repercussions,” International Journal of New Technology and Research, 
2/5 (May 2016): 56-60; Alicia Novick, “Foreign Hires: French Experts and the Urbanism of Buenos Aires, 1907-
1932,” 268-269, in Urbanism: Imported or Exported? Native Aspirations and Foreign Plans, eds. Joe Nasr and 
Mercedes Volait (Chichester, England; Hoboken, NJ: Wiley Academy, 2003): 265-289; Margareth da Silva 
Pereira, “The Time of the Capitals. Rio de Janeiro and Sao Paulo: Words, Actors and Plans,” in Planning Latin 
America's Capital Cities 1850-1950, ed. Arturo Almandoz (London: Routledge, 2002): 75-108; Adrian Gorelik, 
“A Metropolis in the Pampas: Buenos Aires 1890-1940,” 153, in Cruelty and Utopia: Cities and Landscapes of 
Latin America, ed. Jean-François Lejeune (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2003): 146-159; Fabiola 
López-Durán, Eugenics in the Garden: Transatlantic Architecture and the Crafting of Modernity (Austin: 
University of Texas Press, 2018), 70-82; Fernando Diniz Moreira, “Shaping Cities, Building a Nation: Alfred 
Agache and the dream of modern urbanism in Brazil (1920-1950),” (PhD Diss., University of Pennsylvania,  
2004); “İstanbul Şehir Plânı,” 61, Arkitekt 50 (February 1935), 61-68.  
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Figure 45: Akbaba, February 14, 1935.  
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Figure 46: Akbaba, November 8, 1934.  
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Chapter 5: Predicaments of Patrimony 

  

Introduction 

“The love of Sinan is not reactionism (irtica), and nor is the architecture of medrese a 
scholastic philosophy. One should make a distinction between reactionism and the love of 
science and art. [...] I venerate the architecture of Beyazıt medrese, or Süleymaniye imarets 
[soup kitchen]. In the same way, when I love the gutters of Notre-Dame that look like 
hellhounds, I do not become a Christian. What I like here is not the religion of Jesus, but 
Gothic art. [...] Animosity against reactionism, bigotry, and the medrese [institution] are all 
fine, but why is the fury against art and beauty even though it is old (eski de olsa)?”  
 
İsmail Hakkı [Baltacıoğlu], 1926687 

“After a long and conservative craze for modernism (mutaassıp bir modernizm humması), [or] 
possibly as a reaction to it, a curiosity for the old has overcome us. [...] The disease of the 
interest in the old has also afflicted writers: -Oh, the municipality should not touch that wall 
[says one]; according to what I read in a manuscript, [the seventeenth century grand vizier] 
Kuyucu Murad Paşa once leaned on that wall, “let him speak no more, he is a traitor to the 
sultan, behead him!” he said, and ordered the execution of the Janissary Ağa. -Do not ever 
move the stone on that corner [says another]; on his way to the palace, Bakî’s [sic.] horse 
stepped on it, stumbled, but the [sixteenth century] poet was unharmed. The stone has a 
historical and literary value. [...] -Oh, how I wish I had a wooden house in the middle of the 
Edirnekapı Cemetery [says another], cypresses around me shaking, gravediggers walking 
around, djinns playing ball, and tombstones whispering about the past.”  
  
Refik Halid Karay, 1941688 

 

 In early republican Istanbul, historical monuments stood at the center of the debates 

over urban modernization. An imperial capital for nearly 1600 years, the city was replete with 

                                                
687 “Sinan aşkı irtica sevdası, medrese mimarisi iskolastik felsefesi değildir. İlim ve sanat hürmetini irticadan 
ayırmalıdır. Fakat ben Beyazıt medreseinin [sic], Süleymaniye imaretlerinin mimarisine taparım. Nitekim, 
Notre-Dame’ın zebanileri andıran oluklarını pek sevdiğim zaman hristiyan [sic] olmuyorum... Burada beğenilen 
İsa’nın dini değil, Gotik sanatidir [sic]... İrtica, taassup, medrese husumeti hep yerli yerinde, fakat eski de olsa 
sanat ve güzel gayzı niçin?” İsmail Hakkı, “Eski Eserleri Niçin Muhafaza Edemiyoruz?,” in İsmail Hakkı, Sanat: 
Estetik, yaratma, Türk sanatı, dil, edebiyat, temsil, musiki, resim, mimarlık, tezyinî sanat, şehircilik üzerine 
görüşmeler (İstanbul: Semih Lûtfi Sühulet Kütüphanesi, 1934), 221-223 [First published in 1926].   
688 “Uzun ve mutassıp bir modernizm hummasından sonra şimdi de -reaksiyonu olsa gerek- bizi bir eskicilik 
merakı sardı. [...] Muharrirler de eskiye rağbet illetine tutuldular: - Aman, belediye o duvara dokunmasın, 
Kuyucu Murad paşa, el yazması bir kitapta okuduğuma göre bir gün sırtını ona dayamış: ‘bire ne söyletirsiniz 
mel’unu, padişah hainidir, vurun kellesini!,’ diye Yeniçeri ağasının boynunu vurdurtmuş! -Sakın köşedeki taşı 
yerinden kaldırmayınız; saraya gittiği sırada Bakî’nin atı onun üzerine basmış, sürçmüş, fakat şaire bir şey 
olmamıştı. Tarihi ve edebi kıymeti vardır. -Ah, ne oldurdu, Edirnekapısı kabristanı ortasında bir ahşap evim 
bulunsaydı; etrafımda serviler salınsa, mezarcılar dolaşsaydı; ecinniler top oynasa, mezar taşları maziyi 
fısıldaşsaydı!” Refik Halid Karay, “Çağlıyan Köşküne Gidemiyen Yollar,” Tan, June 15, 1941.   



 
 

273 

secular and religious monuments such as aqueducts, city walls, honorific columns, cisterns, 

churches, synagogues, mosques, palaces, fountains, medreses, public baths, khans, markets, 

schools, libraries, and hospitals. During the Ottoman times, patrons of all ranks, from the 

members of the dynasty to middle bureaucrats, competed for building their charitable 

structures in Istanbul. By the end of the empire, the city had acquired an extraordinarily dense 

fabric of historical monuments. Some of these monuments were in ruins, others on the brink 

of collapse, and all, without exception, in need of restoration (Figures 48 to 52). Public 

opinion was often for the preservation and restoration of historical monuments, but there was 

no consensus on the question of which monuments to prioritize in allocating the limited 

resources available. More importantly, urban modernization projects jeopardizing historical 

monuments triggered bitter controversies. Any intervention in Istanbul’s built environment 

such as the opening of boulevards or public squares inevitably entailed the demolition of the 

historical fabric, and, therefore, pitted preservationists against those who called for the 

modernization of the dilapidated city at all costs. While the conflict between architectural 

preservation and urban modernization was inherent in cities with historical heritage around 

the world, it was a particularly burning issue in Istanbul due to the sheer number of 

monuments and complex meanings attached to them. Local actors and institutions articulated 

diverse notions of heritage, modernity, and national identity as they struggled for agency in 

the public sphere.     
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Figure 47: Map featuring the historical patrimony of the Süleymaniye District. Each color 
corresponds to a building type. (EEKEA)   
 

 To a significant degree, post-Ottoman Istanbul reflected a global crisis of heritage that 

haunted emerging nation-states, colonial and post-colonial cities, and post-imperial polities all 

alike. For example, ever since the mid-nineteenth century, Cairo had been grappling with the 

issue of a dense fabric of historical monuments that complicated the projects of urban 

modernization. Caught between colonial domination and nationalist pressures, the debates 

over the preservation of Cairo’s historical patrimony were crystallized at the Comité de 

Conservation des Monuments de l’Art Arabe, an institution founded by Europeans, and 

dominated by them until the 1920s when Egyptian members began to control it.689 In Brazil, 

the nascent interest in the historical patrimony led to the creation of a similar institution in 

1937, Serviço do Patrimônio Histórico e Artístico Nacional, which informed Brazilian 

                                                
689 Alaa El-Habashi, ‘‘The Preservation of Egyptian Cultural Heritage Through Egyptian Eyes: The Case of the 
Comité de Conservation des Monuments de l’Art Arabe,” in Urbanism: Imported or Exported? Native 
Aspirations and Foreign Plans, eds. Joe Nasr and Mercedes Volait (Chichester, England; Hoboken, NJ: Wiley 
Academy, 2003), 155-183.  
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architects’ search to put the country’s Baroque heritage in dialogue with modernist 

experiments.690 In the USSR, as early as the first days of the October Revolution in 1917, the 

Bolsheviks issued an order for the protection of monuments and antiquities, and, in May 

1918, they established an office in charge of museums and preservation of art and antiquities; 

it was headed by Natalia Trotsky until her husband, Leon Trotsky, fell from power in 1927. 

Despite the heavy-handed top-down administration, local officers enjoyed considerable 

leeway in deciding the fate of historical patrimony even during the anti-clerical and 

iconoclastic moment of the 1930s when hundreds of churches were destroyed.691 In her book 

on another totalitarian context of the post-World War I, Milan under the fascist regime, Lucy 

Maulsby shows that local cultural elites tended to cherish different principles of historical 

preservation and urban modernization than ones Rome put forward. A moment of crisis she 

mentions is noteworthy: an urban transformation project around Piazza Cavour jeopardizing 

historical fabric was revised due to local opposition.692    

In early republican Istanbul, historical monuments were subject to what I would call a 

“process of appropriation” at two levels. The first was functional appropriation, which we 

have talked about in Chapter 2. The inauguaration of the Topkapı Palace a museum in 1924, 

only five months after the declaration of the republic, relegated the recently demised Ottoman 

Empire into distant past and terminated its contemporary political relevance. Also, the 

conversion of the Hagia Sophia Mosque into a museum in 1934 was a radical expression of 

the republic’s secular aspirations. The second level involved discursive appropriation. An all-

encompassing national label absorbed the stylistic, periodic, and dynastic classification of 

historical monuments during the early republican period. In other words, the plural and multi-
                                                
690 Fernando Lara, “Designed Memories, The Roots of Brazilian Modernism,” 84, in Memory and Architecture, 
ed., Eleni Bastea (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2004), 79-98.  
691 Marina Dobronovskaya, “The Material Culture of Stalinism: the City of Novgorod, Urban Reconstruction, 
and Historic Preservation in the Soviet Union After World War II (1943-1955),” (PhD Diss., University of 
Delaware, 2013), 139.  
692 Lucy M. Maulsby, Fascism, Architecture, and the Claiming of Modern Milan, 1922-1943 (Toronto: Toronto 
University Press, 2014), 144-146.  
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layered architectural heritage across Turkey have been discursively Turkified. This is not to 

say that the stylistic, periodic, and dynastic classifications became totally irrelevant. As a 

matter of fact, professional circles of historians and architects kept thinking and writing about 

historical patrimony using the tools and concepts of contemporary scholarship. With rare 

exceptions, however, official publications, high-level orders on historical patrimony, general 

reports on policies of architectural preservation, documents for specific monuments, and 

reports and articles in local newspapers evaded any dynastic designation, especially the 

enunciation of the word Ottoman. They showed remarkable tactfulness about naming 

historical monuments after their “Turkish identity.” The Seljuk and Ottoman monuments were 

represented as symbols of timeless Turkish intellect that manifested itself independently of 

these two dynasties. Therefore, historical patrimony catered to nation-state ideology and its 

penchant for archaic roots.693 It is also important to note at the outset that, especially from the 

late 1920s to the late 1940s, the devotional dimension of religious monuments never came to 

the fore during the endless debates over historical patrimony. Just as the other building types, 

Ottoman mosques in Istanbul embodied claims toward national history, art, and sovereignty 

over the city. As I argue in Chapter 6, the return of devotional themes to the public sphere in 

the late 1940s constituted a symbolic end of the early republic.   

 Nevertheless, the nationalist master narrative was only a facade that concealed 

multiple struggles. In reality, it was an entangled web of local, national, and global dynamics 

that informed the debates over historical patrimony and the practices of architectural 

preservation. In his seminal article, “The Modern Cult of Monuments: Its Essence and Its 

Development,” Alois Riegl has argued that it is the “modern viewers, rather than the works 

themselves by virtue of their original purpose,” that “assign meaning and significance to a 

                                                
693 Sibel Bozdoğan, “Nationalist Historiography and the 'New Architecture' in the Early Republic,” Muqarnas 
24 (2007): 199-221.  
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monument.”694 This is an apt comment on early republican Istanbul, whose “modern 

viewers,” that is, the city’s residents, played a major role in the assignment of meaning and 

significance to historical monuments, engendering many crises, controversies, debates, and 

negotiations, which shaped the practices and discourses of historical preservation. Monuments 

were an integral part of their urban experience as well as of their identity, appeasing their 

fears both at the individual and collective levels.  

 This chapter explores the negotiations over the historical patrimony of early 

republican Istanbul. It relies on various sources such as commission reports, minutes, news 

reports, columns, and literary pieces. The archives of the Committee for the Preservation of 

Old Monuments (Eski Eserleri Koruma Encümeni, hereafter the CPOM) significantly inform 

the discussion below. The chapter argues that historical monuments of Istanbul served as a 

platform for negotiating diverse notions and principles about history, national identity, 

heritage, and modernity. It demonstrates that Istanbul’s local inhabitants were key actors of 

this platform. By opposing the destruction of monuments at times, and demanding modern 

urban infrastructure at the expense of monuments at other times, Istanbul’s local inhabitants 

negotiated the politics and practices of historical patrimony as fiercely among themselves as 

they did with local and national authorities.           

This chapter consists of two parts. The first part is a detailed analysis of the discourses 

that surrounded historical monuments: their representations in literary and journalistic pieces; 

actors and institutions in charge of their preservation; various arguments regarding their 

meaning and significance for both the city and the nation; and debates over what constituted 

proper heritage and what did not (in terms of style, period, and type). In the second part, I 

explore the conflict between urban modernization and historical preservation. After 

                                                
694 Alois Riegl, “The Modern Cult of Monuments: Its Essence and Its Development,” 72, in Historical and 
Philosophical Issues in the Conservation of Cultural Heritage, eds. Nicholas Stanley Price, M. Kirby Talley, Jr., 
and Alessandra Melucco Vaccaro (Los Angeles: Getty Conservation Institute, 1996), 69-83. [First published in 
German in 1903.]  
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discussing the arguments of those who accused the preservationists of impeding the 

modernization of Istanbul, I investigate two major cases each involving an urban project that 

required the demolition of a historical monument, and that led to a massive public 

controversy. The first case is about the local resistance to the project to demolish the sultan’s 

kiosk attached to the seventeenth century mosque of Yeni Valide so as to enlarge the 

Eminönü Square. The second involves a decade-long controversy over the project to build a 

Palace of Justice in Sultanahmet by demolishing the Ibrahim Paşa Palace, a sixteenth century 

monument. The analysis of these two cases sheds light on diverse imaginations of heritage 

and modern city, and on the crucial role of local agency in the modernization of early 

republican Istanbul.   

 

Figure 48: A wooden house adjacent to Fethiye Mosque, originally Pammakaristos Church, 
11th-12th centuries. 1937. (Nicholas V. Artamonoff, Nicholas V. Artamonoff photographs of 
Istanbul and Turkey, 1935-1945, Dumbarton Oaks, Trustees for Harvard University, 
Washington, D.C.)     
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Figure 49: Armenian Church of St. George (1877) superimposed on the foundations of the 
eleventh century Monastery of Theotokos Peribleptos. 1944. (Nicholas V. Artamonoff, 
Nicholas V. Artamonoff photographs of Istanbul and Turkey, 1935-1945, Dumbarton Oaks, 
Trustees for Harvard University, Washington, D.C.)  
 

 

Figure 50: The remains of Toklu Dede Mescidi, originally a Byzantine church of unknown 
name, estimated to date back to eleventh century. 1937 (Nicholas V. Artamonoff, Nicholas V. 
Artamonoff photographs of Istanbul and Turkey, 1935-1945, Dumbarton Oaks, Trustees for 
Harvard University, Washington, D.C.)    
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Figure 51: The ruins of the İmrahor Mosque, formerly the fourth century Byzantine church of 
Saint John the Baptist, part of the great complex of the monastery of Stoudios. 1937. 
(Nicholas V. Artamonoff, Nicholas V. Artamonoff photographs of Istanbul and Turkey, 1935-
1945, Dumbarton Oaks, Trustees for Harvard University, Washington, D.C.) 
 

 

Figure 52: Mesih Mehmed Paşa Mosque, 1585. 1935 (Myron Bement Smith Collection, 
Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives.  Smithsonian Institution, 
Washington, D.C., FSA_A.04_2.06.55.042)  
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Part I: Struggles over Heritage 

 In his Peace of Mind, Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar has the protagonist, Mümtaz, and his 

mentor, İhsan converse in the latter’s house in Şehzadebaşı neighborhood. Across the window 

is “a cypress branch that sprouted on the leadless dome of the Elagöz Mehmed Efendi 

Mosque, the witness of Mümtaz’s childhood [...]”695 The image of trees sprouting on the 

leadless domes of mosques and medreses also appears in another Tanpınar novel, Mahur 

Beste (Composition in the Mahur Mode).696 In early republican Istanbul, these completely 

out-of-place plants and trees did not only strike Tanpınar. Many others also noted the rather 

unsettling image of trees on top of domes. In a series of newspaper articles on the deplorable 

conditions of historical monuments, for example, historian İbrahim Hakkı Konyalı pointed to 

the dome of the Şehzade Tomb, which “turned into a forest,” and the dome of the Kara 

Mustafa Paşa Mosque, which “turned into meadow.”697 While a cypress tree figures on the 

dome of the mosque in Tanpınar’s Peace of Mind, fig trees were more ubiquitous in many 

other accounts. In an article published in 1923, art historian and polymath Celal Esad made an 

argument about the preservation of historical monuments by an independent organization. The 

municipality, he said, “should not even touch the fig trees that sprout on old monuments and 

city walls” without the consent of this organization.698 In 1948, Abidin Daver of Cumhuriyet 

published a reader’s letter about Rumeli Hisarı, a castle on the Bosphorus built by Mehmed II 

right before his conquest of Constantinople in 1453. Visiting the castle on May 29, the 

anniversary of the conquest, the reader portrayed the decrepit state of the monument on which 

                                                
695 Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar, Huzur (İstanbul: Dergah Yayınları, 2010), 322. 
696 “This dream [to be a top official in the harem], which had been planted in Adile’s mind at a very early age, 
raised her under its dictates and covered her entire soul, just as those thin, tiny, weak but very lively trees, which 
sprout by some coincidence on the leadless domes of mosques and medreses, grow up suddenly at most 
unexpected places, foliate from season to season, even bear fruits, and gradually invade the work of architecture, 
separating it from its natural functions, and turning it into a grotesque flowerpot or into ruins of the garden of 
Nebuchadnezzar.” Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar, Mahur Beste (İstanbul: Dergah Yayınları, 2010), 120. 
697 İbrahim Hakkı Konyalı, “Şehzade Camiini Bugünkü Vaziyetinden Kurtaralım,” Tan, June 9, 1938; İbrahim 
Hakkı Konyalı, “Viyanayı Muhasara Eden Kara Mustafa Paşa Sebili Perişan Bir Haldedir,” Tan, February 5, 
1939.  
698 Celal Esad, “İstanbul’u Nasıl İmar Etmeli? IV,” Tanin, February 14, 1923.  
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fig trees sprouted: “If you visit the castle two months later you can eat the figs. I imagine the 

fruit of the trees that grow on the legacy of ancestors would be delicious.”699 (Figures 53 to 

59) 

 

 

Figure 53: Azapkapı Saliha Sultan Fountain, 1732-1733. (EEKEA) 

 

Figure 54: A section of the Byzantine city walls along the Golden Horn. (EEKEA) 

 

                                                
699 Abidin Daver, “Rumelihisarını Tamir Etmeliyiz,” Cumhuriyet, June 8, 1948.  
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Figure 55: Kariye Mosque (originally Chora Church) before its transformation into a 
museum. Note the wild plants covering the roof. Photograph undated. (Vakıflar Genel 
Müdürlüğü, Ankara) 
  

 

Figure 56: The roof of Valide Han, seventeenth century. Photograph undated. (EEKEA) 
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Figure 57: Rumeli Hisarı, 1452. A tree figures on top of the tower in the foreground, 1936 
(Myron Bement Smith Collection, Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery 
Archives.  Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C., FSA_A.04_2.06.55.141)  
 

 

Figure 58: Land Walls of Istanbul around Golden Gate. Note the trees on top of the walls. 
1935 (Nicholas V. Artamonoff, Nicholas V. Artamonoff photographs of Istanbul and Turkey, 
1935-1945, Dumbarton Oaks, Trustees for Harvard University, Washington, D.C.) 
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Figure 59: Fountains perpendicular to the Valens Aqueduct. Note the roof with wild plants, 
and the tiny fig tree branch above the arch in the foreground, one with an exquisite peacock 
motif. 1935 (Nicholas V. Artamonoff, Nicholas V. Artamonoff photographs of Istanbul and 
Turkey, 1935-1945, Dumbarton Oaks, Trustees for Harvard University, Washington, D.C.) 
 
   

Few images could encapsulate the state of Istanbul’s historical monuments during the 

early republic better than these unbidden trees.700 At once they were a straightforward 

expression of the shabbiness of monuments, and a strong metaphor for the death of the 

Ottoman Empire: trees and wild plants burgeoned on domes just as they did on age-old 

graves. The people of Istanbul faced the scandal of dilapidated monuments on a daily basis. 

On the corner of almost every street, they encountered a ruinous medrese, a crumbling 

hamam, or, at best, a mosque in sore need of repair. Newspapers and columnists recurrently 

visited the issue, portraying a grim picture of the monuments and their long-lasting 

                                                
700 The theft of the lead covering the domes of monuments made it possible for trees to bud arbitrarily, which 
was a source of perpetual complaint. T.C. İstanbul Vilayeti Umumi Meclisi Müzakeratı Zabıtnamesi, 1930, 
(İstanbul: İstanbul Vilayet Matbaası, 1930), 25; BCA, 30 18 1 2 112 91 6 40-35, Başvekalet 30.1.1947; Ali Saim 
Ülgen, Anıtların Korunması ve Onarılması (Ankara: Maarif Matbaası, 1943), 6.  
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predicament. The title of a commentary that appeared in Vakit newspaper, for example, spoke 

for itself: “The Terrible Fate of Turkish Monuments in Istanbul.”701 The coverage complained 

that “people who come from the Orient [eastern Turkey] and live a medieval life” inhabited in 

many monuments. Indeed, at least from the final decades of the nineteenth century onward, 

the Ottoman government had settled refugees and families that lost their houses due to 

cataclysmic fires in Istanbul’s historical monuments.702 Initially conceived as a temporary 

solution to housing crisis, the settlement of people in historical monuments turned out to be so 

permanent that several people still lived in medrese rooms during the early republic.703  

 The question of historical monuments had already made its way to the local press 

before the republican period, but the acceleration of urban interventions by the late 1930s 

triggered more intense interest in their predicament than ever before. Newspapers and 

columnists covered the issue extensively. Correspondents and independent historians 

undertook serial interviews or investigative articles on the state of historical monuments. One 

example was journalist and art critic Fikret Adil of Tan, who published a series of interviews, 

op-eds, and reports titled “Istanbul: Building the New City, Protecting the Monuments.”704 

Another was Selahaddin Güngör of Cumhuriyet. In the last piece of his article series on 

individual monuments such as Rumeli Hisarı and Bereketzade Fountain, Güngör said he 

could have kept writing about the issue forever, but “neither these columns,” he added, “nor 

                                                
701 “İstanbul’da Türk Abidelerinin Feci Akibeti,” Vakit (Clipping found at EEKEA, GN 6, undated).  
702 Tanpınar notes in his Those Outside the Stage that those who had lost their houses in the fires during the First 
World War were still living in medreses in the early 1920s. Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar, Sahnenin Dışındakiler, 
(İstanbul: Dergah Yayınları, 2013), 246. 89 mosques in Istanbul were allocated to shelter refugees who fled 
Macedonia following the Ottoman defeat in the First Balkan War in 1912-1913. Cemal Sezer and Ömer Metin, 
“Balkan Savaşlarından Milli Mücadeleye Hilâl-i Ahmer Cemiyeti’nin Yardım Faaliyetleri (1912-1922),” 171, 
Ankara Üniversitesi Dil ve Tarih-Coğrafya Fakültesi Tarih Bölümü Tarih Araştırmaları Dergisi 32/54 (2013), 
167-182. Also, more than seventy Istanbul mosques including Hagia Sophia, Sultan Ahmet, and Yeni Valide in 
Eminönü accommodated thousands of refugees during and after the Russo-Turkish War of 1877-1878. Nedim 
İpek, Rumeli'den Anadolu'ya Türk Göçleri (1877-1890) (Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu, 1999), 58-64.   
703 See Chapter 1. The removal of those who lived in medreses led to tensions during the early republic. In 1938, 
when the municipality removed the inhabitant of the medreses of the Mehmed II Complex, Tan newspaper 
criticized the mayor, and demanded the municipality to help these people instead of making them homeless 
overnight. “Hükümetimiz Kimseyi Sokağa Atmaz,” Tan, May 13, 1938.  
704 For the first piece of the series, see Fikret Adil, “İstanbul. Yeni Şehri Yapmak, Eski Abideleri Muhafaza 
Etmek,” Tan, August 6, 1938.  
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the reader could tolerate the demonstration of the sins of the centuries long neglect.”705 The 

recent efforts of the Directorate of Endowments (Vakıflar Müdürlüğü) in restoring 

monuments made little improvement, Güngör claimed, due to the enormity of the problem, 

for which he put the blame on the Ottoman administration. 

 In the local press, İbrahim Hakkı Konyalı, a historian and archivist who held posts at 

the Prime Ministry Archives and the Directorate of Endowments Archives, championed the 

search for raising the awareness of historical patrimony. As we will see below, Konyalı was 

one of the most active contributors to the debates over historical monuments during the early 

republic. He penned numerous columns, articles, and books, and served in committees in 

charge of determining whether a particular monument was worth preserving. An outspoken 

critic of the elimination of historical patrimony, Konyalı made key interventions that helped 

protect a number of monuments such as the Sultan’s Kiosk of the Yeni Valide Mosque, which 

we will see in the second part of this chapter. From April to July 1938, he published a series 

of articles in Tan newspaper on the state of Istanbul’s historical patrimony. Claiming that the 

city needed another Evliya Çelebi, the celebrated seventeenth century Ottoman traveler, who 

would portray the deplorable state of the monuments, Konyalı properly titled his series as 

“New Evliya Çelebi Investigations.” His articles were not merely descriptive. Relying on 

endowment deeds, Ottoman chroniclers, and various archival documents such as the original 

account books related to the construction of monuments, Konyalı made compelling arguments 

about the importance of a specific monument for Turkish history with reference to its period, 

patron, architect, architectural elements, and decorative features. The titles straightforwardly 

put the central argument of each article: “Facing the Horrible State of the Ayazma Mosque in 

Üsküdar,” “Lets Salvage the Şehzade Mosque from its Current Predicament,” “The Fountain 

                                                
705 Selahaddin Güngör, “Abideler Meşheri: Istanbul,” Cumhuriyet, April 11, 1938.  
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of Kara Mustafa Paşa who Besieged Vienna is under Miserable Conditions.”706 (Figure 60) 

Konyalı called for urgent action on the part of the municipality, the Directorate of 

Endowments, and the CPOM. Tan proudly announced that Konyalı’s serial made an impact: 

the CPOM director Aziz Ogan visited the Ayazma Mosque, ensured the removal of those who 

lived in the building, and declared that the restoration would start as soon as the budget 

allowed.707 However, it was impossible to fulfill all of Konyalı’s demands, not simply 

because of the obvious budgetary issues. The problems of organization and legal structure of 

architectural preservation were also impairing.   

 

Figure 60: İbrahim Hakkı Konyalı, “Facing the Horrible State of the Ayazma Mosque in 
Üsküdar,” (Tan, May 3, 1938) 
 

 

                                                
706 İbrahim Hakkı Konyalı, “Üsküdardaki Ayazma Camiinin Bugünkü Feci Hali Karşısında,” Tan, May 5, 1938; 
İbrahim Hakkı Konyalı, “Şehzade Camiini Bugünkü Vaziyetinden Kurtaralım,” Tan, June 9, 1938; İbrahim 
Hakkı Konyalı, “Viyanayı Muhasara Eden Kara Mustafa Paşa Sebili Perişan Bir Haldedir,” Tan, February 5, 
1939.  
707 “Tarihi Abideler Derhal Tamir Edilecek,” Tan, May 20, 1938. 
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Weak Institutions, Strong Actors  

 “The past became heritage” in nineteenth century Europe, as Svetlana Boym puts it.708 

On the margins of Europe, the Ottomans also endeavored to valorize their past within a proper 

discursive framework. While archaeology, ethnography, and museumology had notable 

beginnings in the second half of the nineteenth century, modern architectural restoration 

lagged well behind these fields in both practical and institutional spheres.709 While there were 

a few notable restoration projects carried out by foreign architects such as Gaspare and 

Giusseppe Fossati brothers (Hagia Sophia Mosque, 1847-1849) and Leon Parvillée (Green 

Mosque of Bursa, 1864-1867), a comprehensive program aiming to register and restore 

architectural monuments around the empire did not exist.710 In the case of Istanbul, the calls 

for the preservation of monuments in local press predated the formation of institutional bodies 

and legal regulations. In the mid-1870s, for example, Basiretçi Ali Efendi penned discrete 

newspaper articles on monuments, which anticipated those Konyalı would publish in the late 

1930s.711 The first organization to protect the historical patrimony of Istanbul, which was 

founded in 1912, was also a local initiative. “The Association of the Friends of Istanbul” 

(İstanbul Muhipleri Cemiyeti) emerged as a reaction of local intellectuals to the recent urban 

                                                
708 Svetlana Boym, The Future of Nostalgia (New York: Basic Books, 2001), 15. 
709 Zeynep Çelik, About Antiquities: Politics of Archaeology in the Ottoman Empire (Austin: University of 
Texas Press, 2016); Wendy Shaw, Possessors and Possessed: Museums, Archaeology, and the Visualization of 
History in the late Ottoman Empire (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003); Ahmet Ersoy, “A Sartorial 
Tribute to Late Tanzimat Ottomanism: The Elbise-i Osmaniyye Album,” Muqarnas 20 (2003), 187-208.  
710 For Fossatis’ restoration of Hagia Sophia, see Sabine Schlüter, Gaspare Fossatis Restaurierung der Hagia 
Sophia in Istanbul 1847-49 (Bern, Berlin et al: Peter Lang, 1999); Robert Nelson, Hagia Sophia, 1850-1950, 
Holy Wisdom Modern Monument (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2004), 29-33. For Parvillée’s restoration 
works, see Beatrice Saint-Laurent, “Léon Parvillée. His Role as Restorer of Bursa’s Monuments and His 
Contribution to the Exposition Universelle of 1867,” in L'Empire Ottoman, la République de Turquie et la 
France, eds. Hâmit Batu et Jean-Louis Bacqué-Grammont (Istanbul: ISIS, 1986), 247-282; Beatrice Saint-
Laurent, “Ottomanization and Modernization. The Architectural and Urban Development of Bursa and the 
Genesis of Tradition, 1839-1914,” (PhD Diss., Harvard University, 1989), 179-208; Miyuki Aoki, “Léon 
Parvillée: Osmanlı Modernleşmesinin Eiğinde Bir Fransız Sanatçı,” (PhD Diss., İstanbul Teknik Üniversitesi, 
2002); Ahmet Ersoy, Architecture and the Late Ottoman Historical Imaginary: Reconfiguring the Architectural 
Past in a Modernizing Empire (Burlington VT: Ashgate, 2015), 102-107.    
711 Basiretçi Ali Efendi, Bir Zamanlar İstanbul: Şehir Mektupları, ed., Nuri Sağlam (İstanbul: İstanbul Ticaret 
Odası, 2008), 81-83. 
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interventions of the mayor Cemil Paşa that jeopardized historical monuments.712 The 

association played a critical role in spreading the sensibility over the historical patrimony of 

the city. In 1917, it acquired a semi-official status, and changed its name as the Permanent 

Committee of Old Monuments (Asar-ı Atika Encümen-i Daimisi). Among the founding 

members were art historian and polymath Celal Esad, architect Kemalettin Bey, and Halil 

Edhem, art historian and the director of the imperial museum. In 1924, the Permanent 

Committee of Old Monuments became the Committee of the Preservation of Old Monuments, 

which retained its local character and remained at the center of the debates over historical 

monuments throughout the early republic. As we will see below, the lack of well-defined and 

strictly enforced legal framework created a major leeway for debates and negotiations over 

historical heritage and its preservation.  

 

Figure 61: Architect Vedad Bey’s ID for membership to the Association of the Friends of 
Istanbul, 1911. (Taha Toros Arşivi – İstanbul Şehir Üniversitesi)    
 

 Another important institution regarding the historical monuments of Istanbul (and of 

Turkey at large) was the Directorate of Endowments, which was founded in 1924 in the place 

of the Ministry of Endowments. The directorate administered most of the historical 

                                                
712 Aziz Ogan, “Halil Edhem,” 94-95, in Halil Edhem Hatıra Kitabı=In Memoriam, Halil Edhem (Ankara: Türk 
Tarih Kurumu, 1947-48), 81-104; Stefanos Yerasimos, “Tanzimattan Günümüze Türkiye'de Kültürel Mirası 
Koruma Söylemi,” İstanbul 54 (2005): 42-55.   
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monuments that had been originally founded as part of Islamic endowments (the non-Muslim 

monuments were under the jurisdiction of respective communities that had been running their 

own religious affairs for centuries). A comprehensive reorganization between 1924 and 1930 

redistributed monuments to different institutions according to their type and function.713 

Fountains and cemeteries, for example, now came under the jurisdiction of the municipality 

so as to centralize water and funeral services under the framework of modern urban 

administration. The Ministry of Education took over those buildings that related to education: 

libraries and medreses. Only mosques remained in the hands of the Directorate of 

Endowments. This reorganization soon generated the question of harmony in the restoration 

of Ottoman architectural complexes (külliye). While one institution restored an individual 

monument of a külliye such as a medrese or a mosque, another monument under the 

jurisdiction of a different institution remained untouched, which, in the words of Efdalettin 

Tekiner, a CPOM member, “created the problem of harmony.” In separate platforms, Tekiner 

and İbrahim Hakkı Komyalı proposed the foundation of a higher body of architectural 

restoration, which would combine the relevant budgets of all other institutions.714  

 Not only such a higher body was not established. Also, the CPOM, which was the key 

institution of heritage protection in early republican Istanbul, did not have any executive 

rights and responsibilities. Its authority involved documenting monuments and supervising 

publications on historical patrimony. More importantly, a 1924 regulation stipulated that both 

state institutions and private individuals had to obtain the consent of the committee for any 

intervention in historical monuments such as restoration, transfer to another location, and 

demolition.715 Although this clause made the CPOM the ultimate authority on historical 

                                                
713 See Chapter 2.  
714 EEKEA, GN 26, “Eski Eserleri Koruma Encümeni Reisliğine.” Also see EEKEA, GN 92, “İstanbul Müzeleri 
Umum Müdürlüğü'ne,” 19.1.1942. İbrahim Hakkı Konyalı, “Tarihi Abidelerimiz Tek Elden Muhafaza 
Edilmelidir,” Tan, July 12, 1938. 
715 Emre Madran, Madran, “Cumhuriyet'in İlk Otuz Yılında Koruma Alanının Örgütlenmesi,” 64, ODTÜ 
Mimarlık Fakültesi Dergisi 16/1-2, (1996): 59-97.  
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monuments, there was no mechanism to enforce it. Throughout the early republic, the CPOM 

strove to have especially the municipality and the Directorate of Endowments recognize its 

legal rights. Through official correspondences, it recurrently warned these institutions to 

evade unauthorized enterprises. In some cases, the CPOM members became aware of projects 

that involve historical monuments through local newspapers. As late as in 1945, the director 

of the CPOM, Aziz Ogan, directly applied to the Ministry of Education and complained for 

being undermined by the municipality and the Directorate of Endowments.716  

In its struggle against these institutions, and in response to the public criticism that 

accused it of hindering urban modernization, the CPOM brought up the remarks by Mustafa 

Kemal Atatürk and İsmet İnönü (the president and the prime minister, respectively) regarding 

the significance of historical heritage for the nation. In addition to the CPOM, several 

contemporary publications and subsequent scholarly studies so frequently cited these remarks 

that it would be useful to mention them briefly.717 Firstly, the president’s intervention 

involved a directive to İnönü issued in 1931.718 In this directive, Mustafa Kemal Paşa brought 

up the deplorable state of the monuments in the city of Konya, “veritable tours-de-force of 

Turkish civilization from before eight centuries” such as the İnce Minareli Medrese and Sahip 

Ata Mosque. He ordered, first, the evacuation of the military units that occupied these 

monuments, and, second, their repair. The Prime Ministry archives show that the president’s 

directive initiated a wave of correspondences across different offices.719 Secondly, İnönü’s 

                                                
716 EEKEA, GN 67, “İstanbul Vali ve Belediye Reisliğine,” 17.3.1941; EEKEA, GN 26, “Milli Eğitim 
Bakanlığı Yüksek Makamına,” September 20, 1946.   
717 EEKEA, GN 24, “Muhterem Encümen Reisliğine,” 22 July 1941; EEKEA, GN 67, Encümen Karar Metni, 
12 May 1942. A 1935 booklet on the restoration of monuments around Turkey published Mustafa Kemal Paşa’s 
Konya directive. Kültür Bakanlığı, Antikiteler ve Müzeler Dayresi Anıtları Koruma Komisyonu, Anıtları 
Koruma Komisyonunun 1933-1935 Yıllarındaki Çalışmaları (İstanbul: Devlet Basımevi, 1935), 8-9. A 1943 
book on the fountains of Istanbul published two directives on historical monuments İnönü issued (on Mihrimah 
imaret and Diyarbakır monument, which we will see soon) at the very beginning, before its foreword section. 
İbrahim Hilmi Tanışık, İstanbul Çeşmeleri I, Maarif Matbaası, İstanbul, 1943. For a recent study emphasizing 
the significance of Mustafa Kemal Paşa’s Konya directive, see Nur Altınyıldız, “The architectural heritage of 
Istanbul and the ideology of preservation,” 289, Muqarnas, 24 (2007): 281-305. 
718 BCA, 030-0-010-000-000-213-445-12/31.   
719 BCA 030-0-010-000-000-213-445-12.  
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intervention involved his protest against the demolition of a monument in Istanbul in 1934, 

namely the sixteenth century imaret (soup kitchen) of Mihrimah Complex in Üsküdar 

designed by architect Sinan. (Figure 62) His directive sent to all governors around the 

country was a scathing condemnation of those that had damaged or destroyed historical 

monuments: “While the government is trying to protect and repair national and historical 

works of art in the country, and even unearth those that belong to foreign civilizations and 

distant times, we observe with sadness that, despite clear regulations and repeated warnings, 

some officials that misunderstood the notion of public works have been demolishing our 

invaluable national works of art that they deem to be worthless without possessing a slightest 

expertise [to reach that conclusion].” “Not only it is a legal duty, but a national obligation” 

İnönü continued, “to protect the precious monuments, which reveal our national existence and 

civilization to the world, against the damages of the nature and humanity.”720  

 The case of Mihrimah imaret was an illustrative example of how executive offices 

could undermine the CPOM. A number of documents in the Prime Ministry archives 

demonstrate that a detailed legal investigation took place to determine those who were 

responsible for the demolition of the monument. It turned out that the CPOM had struggled to 

salvage the imaret, to no avail. Aziz Ogan’s repeated letters had fallen on deaf ears, and the 

district authorities harassed the photographer the CPOM commissioned to document the 

physical conditions of the building. Architect Kemal of the Istanbul Archaeology Museum 

had managed to examine the imaret, and argued that it was in perfect structural condition.721 

The municipality had claimed that the building did not have an architectural value and was a 

shelter for criminals, which outraged Ogan, who responded that “the duty of the government” 

was not “to demolish the monument but to cope with criminals.”722 The investigation 

                                                
720 BCA 030-10-00-00-15-84-1-1, “Vilayetlere Tamim,” 27 January 1934.  
721 BCA, 30 10 0 0 213 446 2 259, Başvekalet, 3 April 1934.  
722 Ibid. 
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concluded that the district governor (kaymakam) İzzettin Bey, as a fait accompli, demolished 

the imaret without waiting for the conclusion of the negotiations with the CPOM. He was 

immediately removed from office, an incident that the CPOM and many other local 

preservationists often brought up in subsequent controversies as a warning to local 

administrators.723  

 

Figure 62: Mihrimah İmaret after the demolition (EEKEA) 

  

Few bureaucrats that demolished monuments without authorization paid as severe a 

price as did İzzettin Bey. A notable example was the combined efforts of the municipality and 

the Directorate of Endowments to demolish the eighteenth century mosque of Hatice Usta in 

Beyazıt. A CPOM report dated 1944 stated that it had registered the mosque as a historical 

monument and rejected the demand for its demolition.724 However, the report continued, the 

municipality and the Directorate of Endowments purposefully postponed the restoration of the 

mosque, and let further damages wrought on the building so as to justify its demolition. The 

CPOM sought help from the Ministry of Education in Ankara, accusing those two institutions 

to pursue “artful strategies” to eliminate monuments so as to carve up space for architectural 

projects. Eventually, however, the mosque was demolished, and the leading early republican 

                                                
723 Sedad Çetintaş, “Kör Kazma Hortlıyabilir mi?” Cumhuriyet, June 5, 1938.	
724 EEKEA, GN 114, 15 Ağustos 1944 Tarihli Karar; EEKEA, GN 114, Eski Eserler ve Müzeler Umum 
Müdürü'nden Encümene, 2 July 1945. 
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architect, Seyfi Arkan, designed a building for the electricity company in its place.725 

(Figures 63 and 64) 

 

Figure 63: Hatice Usta Mosque, 1730, right before its demolition. (EEKEA) 

 

Figure 64: Seyfi Arkan, Electricity Company Building, Beyazıt, 1945-1946. (Photograph: 
Author) 
 
                                                
725 Zafer Akay, "Kendi Evinde Sürgün Modernizm: Seyfi Arkan'ın 1940 Sonrası Yapıtları," in Ali Cengizkan, 
Müge Cengizkan, Derin İnan eds., Modernist Açılımda Bir Öncü: Seyfi Arkan (Ankara: Mimarlar Odası, 2012), 
147-159.    
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 It is not surprising that some of CPOM’s demands went unheeded considering that 

even the president and the prime minister’s instructions regarding historical heritage were 

often overlooked. Mustafa Kemal Paşa made an inquiry about the Konya monuments nine 

months after his order in 1931, and learned that the military units had not evacuated the 

mosques and medreses. He renewed his order via Turkish Historical Society.726 Although 

evacuations began in February 1932, the thirteenth century mosque of Alaeddin was still 

under military control in 1938.727 Because Mustafa Kemal Paşa had originally contacted 

İnönü, who exchanged correspondences with the military and local authorities, the ongoing 

military occupation of monuments in Konya meant the sidelining of both the president and the 

PM (one should note the military’s argument that there was no other building to move in the 

city, and building one anew was beyond its means). Moreover, İnönü issued several directives 

for the preservation of historical monuments in the 1930s. One of the directives ended “[...] I 

order it the last time [...]”728 It was, of course, not the last time. Despite major efforts to raise 

public awareness of the significance of historical patrimony both at the local and national 

levels, sporadic damage to monuments persisted throughout the early republic. Mustafa 

Kemal Paşa and İsmet İnönü’s arguments allowed the CPOM and other preservationists to 

bolster their position during moments of crisis. However, contrary to what scholars have 

recently argued, it was not Mustafa Kemal Paşa’s intervention over Konya monuments that 

triggered restoration projects in Istanbul.729 There had already been institutional mechanisms 

                                                
726 BCA 030-0-010-000-000-213-445-12/9.  
727 30-10-0-0-192-317-9, “Tamiri yapılacak olan Konya Alaattin Camiinin yeni bir anbar yapılıncaya kadar 
askeriyenin emrinde kalmasının zaruri olduğuna dair Milli Müdafaa’nın görüşü.” 
728 30-10-0-0-15-84-4, “Diyarbakır’daki Hüsreviye ve Behramiye camilerinin derhal boşaltılması ve bundan 
sonra camilerin ve eski eserlerin asıl görevlerinin dışında başka amaçlarla kullanılmamasına dair İsmet 
İnönü’nin tamimi.” The press also reported this directive: “Eski Eserler. Başvekalet Vilayetlere Bir Tamim 
Gönderdi,” Cumhuriyet, April 21, 1936.   
729 Nur Altınyıldız, “The architectural heritage of Istanbul and the ideology of preservation,” 289, Muqarnas 24 
(2007), 281-305. If Mustafa Kemal Paşa’s intervention were to be the prime mover of restoration activities in the 
early republic, he had, in fact, signed a decree on the restoration of the domes of Üç Şerefeli Mosque in Edirne in 
1929, two years before his intervention in the state of Konya monuments. BCA, 30-18-1-2-1-12-25, Edirne’deki 
3 şerefeli cami kubbelerinin, kıymetli eserler olması sebebiyle tamir ettirilmesi, 09.01.1929.  
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to ensure the preservation and restoration of monuments,730 and, more importantly, a strong 

public interest in the monuments articulated in newspapers by several local actors, public 

figures and ordinary citizens alike.  

 Despite its weak institutional framework, the CPOM did not always fail in its attempts 

to preserve monuments and memories; on the contrary, as we will see below, it successfully 

saved several monuments through bureaucratic maneuvers and harnessing public support.731 

During the debates over historical heritage, the involvement of individuals played an even 

more critical role than did the institutions such as the CPOM. Throughout the early republic, 

many historians, architects, intellectuals, and journalists propagated for the preservation of 

historical monuments in various platforms. Some of them were regular participants to the 

public debates; and, therefore, their names will recurrently figure below. Historian İbrahim 

Hakkı Konyalı, whom I mentioned above, was one example. Architect Sedat Çetintaş was 

another. Graduated from the Fine Arts Academy in 1917, Çetintaş built his career around the 

documentation and restoration of historical monuments. His drawings and sketches earned 

him wide recognition in architectural and intellectual circles. (Figure 65) In 1932, Yunus 

Nadi, the owner and chief columnist of Cumhuriyet newspaper, introduced Çetintaş to 

Mustafa Kemal Paşa, who also admired his portfolio.732 For several years, Çetintaş worked in 

Bursa, Edirne, Istanbul, and various other cities, and prepared the plans and drawings of 

historical monuments. His work was exhibited in the 1933 Chicago World’s Fair, and in 

                                                
730 See Madran, “Cumhuriyet'in İlk Otuz Yılında Koruma Alanının Örgütlenmesi,” 62-69.  
731 When it consented the demolition of monuments that were impossible to repair, the CPOM proposed a 
method to perpetuate their memories: the placement of an inscription on marble that would offer information 
about the demolished monument. EEKEA, GN 10, “Maarif Vekilliği Yüksek Makamına,” 10 September 1941. 
In one case, the CPOM strove to repurpose the physical elements of a medrese that would be demolished. As a 
condition for authorizing the demolition of a section of Musalla (Ferhat Paşa) Medrese in Kumkapı for street 
enlargement, the CPOM demanded that the arches and marble columns of the section in question were to be 
reused in a new mosque the Directorate of Endowments would build in the future. EEKEA, GN 177, “Kültür 
Bakanlığı Yüksek Makamına,” 16 November 1937.  
732 Ayla Ödekan, Yazıları ve Rölöveleriyle Sedat Çetintaş (İstanbul: İTÜ Yayınevi, 2005), 12.  
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various personal exhibitions in Turkey.733 Already in 1922, as a young architect in his 

twenties, Çetintaş had published articles in local newspapers on the historical patrimony of 

Istanbul.734 By the late 1930s, he had become one of the major actors of the public debates, 

publishing dozens of articles in various newspapers and journals. Çetintaş’s bellicose rhetoric 

antagonizing his opponents sometimes marginalized his actual arguments and brought the 

debates to the level of personal accusations. For instance, he often accused the CPOM of 

being unqualified to have a say over historical patrimony, prompting the infuriated committee 

members to publish responses in local press.735 Almost no institution or individual figure 

could escape Çetintaş’s obstinacy, argumentativeness, and scathing criticisms. As we will see 

below, he waged an almost individual war against the entire establishment of architectural 

preservation for many years in order to preserve the sixteenth century Ibrahim Paşa Palace.  

 

Figure 65: Sedat Çetintaş, Şehzade Mosque, 1547, elevation (İTÜ Mimarlık Fakültesi Arşivi 
–Ödekan, 2005) 

                                                
733 One of these exhibitions was held in the tomb of Sultan Mahmud II in 1942, and received much praise and 
admiration in local press. Ali Sami Boyar, “Sedad Çetintaş’ın Eserleri ve Sergisi,” Cumhuriyet, June 15, 1942; 
Yunus Nadi, “Türk Mimarlığı. Çetintaşın röleve sergisi münasebetile,” Cumhuriyet, June 20, 1942.   
734 Mimar Sedad, “Abidatın Tahribi ve İstanbulun İmarı,” İkdam, February 12, 1921.  
735 Sabahattin Aygen, “İstanbulun İmarında Eski Eserler Meselesi,” İstanbul Belediye Mecmuası 189-190 (May-
June 1941): 278-280; Sedad Çetintaş, “Abidelerimiz ve Zihniyetimiz,” Cumhuriyet, September 26, 1942; 
EEKEA, GN 24, “İstanbul Vali ve Belediye Reisliğine,” 25.7.1941.  
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 Halil Edhem, the director of the Museum of Archaeology (1910-1931) and the CPOM 

(1924-1931) was another significant actor of public debates. A senior bureaucrat and scholar, 

Halil Edhem was the mirror image of Çetintaş. He was diplomatic, soft-spoken, and patient, 

offering long and persuasive arguments, and smartly playing with bureaucratic and public 

sensibilities to ensure the preservation of monuments. A founding member of the CPOM’s 

earlier incarnation, the Association of the Friends of Istanbul in 1912, Halil Edhem was one 

of the first experts contacted by journalists during public controversies over the fate of 

monuments. His interventions were particularly influential, for example, during the debates 

over the proposal to demolish city walls in 1924, the restoration of Hagia Sophia in the early 

1930s, and the proposal to demolish the Sultan’s Kiosk of Yeni Mosque in 1938.736 

 The personal commitment of some leading journalists to the preservation of historical 

monuments enabled these public figures, as well as others we will see below, to make their 

voices heard in local press. A notable example involved Ahmet Emin Yalman and Zekeriya 

Sertel of Tan newspaper, who sometimes devoted their own columns to the debates over 

Istanbul’s monuments.737 Yunus Nadi, perhaps the most influential journalist of the early 

republican period, was another example. As the owner and chief columnist of Cumhuriyet, he 

frequently devoted his front-page column to the issue of Istanbul’s historical heritage, 

articulating his own ideas or conveying those of such figures as Halil Edhem.738 In the 1940s, 

especially after the death of Yunus Nadi in 1945, Abidin Daver maintained Cumhuriyet’s 

interest in historical patrimony. He also hosted readers’ letters on the state of Istanbul’s 

monuments. In one of these letters, for example, an anonymous reader criticized that while 

Sinan was commemorated through meetings and conferences, the monuments the architect 

                                                
736 Halil Edhem, “İstanbulun Surları Meselesi,” İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası 5 (January 1925): 105-107; 
“Ayasofya Mozayıkları. Halil Edhem Beyin mühim beyanatı,” Cumhuriyet, May 14, 1932; “Yenicami 
Kemerinin Yıkılması Mes’elesi,” Cumhuriyet, January 21, 1938.   
737 Zekeriya Sertel, “Yeni Camiin Kemeri,” Tan, January 20, 1938; Ahmet Emin Yalman. “Eskiyi Koruma 
Programı,” Tan, May 30, 1938. 
738 Yunus Nadi, “Ayasofyanın Mozayıkları: İlme Hürmet Lazımdır,” Cumhuriyet, November 14, 1932.  
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had designed, such as the Mihrimah Mosque in Üsküdar, were in dilapidation.739 In another 

letter published in Daver’s column, an anonymous reader delineated the deplorable state of 

Güzelce Kasım Paşa Mosque in Kasımpaşa neighborhood, and demanded its restoration.740 

Readers’ criticisms and demands regarding historical monuments found their way into the 

local press also through different channels. In one example, a woman rang Kandemir, a 

correspondent of Cumhuriyet, and complained about the maintenance of the Süleymaniye 

Mosque, prompting him to pay a visit to the mosque, and to write an article supportive of her 

arguments.741 

 As we will see below, many other readers, journalists, and intellectuals prioritized the 

modernization of the city, and represented monuments as an obstacle to this ideal. On the 

other hand, new national and local initiatives (such as Turkey Travelers Association - later the 

Turing- founded in 1923, and the Association of Those That Love Istanbul, founded in 1941) 

joined the efforts to preserve and restore historical monuments.742 From the late 1930s 

onwards, with the acceleration of urban interventions, debates and controversies over 

historical patrimony intensified. But why was all the concern about monuments? What were 

their uses and meanings within the context of the early republican period? What fears did the 

monuments appease? What claims did they bolster?    

 

 

 

                                                
739 Abidin Daver, “Evkaftan Beklenen Temizlik,” Cumhuriyet, April 27, 1944. 
740 Abidin Daver, “Kasımpaşa Camii,” Cumhuriyet, July 27, 1945. 
741 Kandemir, “Sinan’ın Eserine Sürülen Leke Kaldırılmalıdır,” Cumhuriyet, December 14, 1937. 
742 Hasan Ali Yücel, Minister of Education, welcomed the foundation of the Association of Those That Love 
Istanbul (İstanbul’u Sevenler Derneği), and expressed his hope that it would serve the improvement of the city’s 
monuments just as the Association of the Friends of Istanbul (İstanbul Muhipleri Cemiyeti), which had been 
founded in 1912. EEKEA, GN 28, document signed by Yücel and dated 27 December 1941. For Turing, see 
Gürsoy Şahin, “Atatürk Döneminde Batı'daki Olumsuz Türk ve Türkiye İmajını Düzeltme Çabaları ve Türk 
Seyyahin Cemiyeti'nin Bu Konudaki Çalışmaları,” Afyon Kocatepe Üniversitesi Sosyal Bilimler Dergisi 7/3 
(Aralık 2006): 137-159.  
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Why did the Monuments Matter?  

 “History elevates the honor of existence,” wrote architect Kemal Altan in 1935 in 

defense of preserving historical patrimony. “We observe that even those without history are 

trying to invent one.”743 Altan’s remarks unpretentiously captured the essence of the 

arguments for historical monuments in the articulations of local and national actors. The 

existential dimension Altan brought up stood at the very center of the debates over historical 

monuments in the early republic. It is notable that the aesthetics of historical buildings rarely 

came to the fore in these debates. Instead, those who argued for the preservation of 

monuments represented them as instruments for making larger political, diplomatic, and 

cultural claims: the existence of deep-rooted Turkish history, the existence of the Turkish 

right to exist in Istanbul and Turkey at large, and the existence of Turkish civilization. Some 

of the arguments for historical monuments reflected global issues such as nation-building and 

tourism. Others were the product of the particular circumstances of early republican Turkey 

and Istanbul, informed both by the traumatic memories of recent wars and the volatile 

international politics of the 1930s and 1940s. In addition, as we will see at the end of this 

section, ordinary residents’ encounters with Istanbul’s historical monuments constituted 

another layer of their uses and meanings during the early republic, a time of rapid social 

change that transformed the modes of individual and communal existence, and led people to 

develop particular sensibilities vis-à-vis monuments.   

 In her The Invention of the Historical Monument, François Choay writes: “For those 

who erect it, as for those who receive its messages, the monument is a defense against the 

traumas of existence, a security measure. It is the guarantor of origins, allaying anxieties 

inspired by the uncertainties of our beginnings. Antidote to entropy, to the dissolving action 

                                                
743 Kemal Altan, “Eski Medeni İzlerimiz,” Arkitekt 55-56 (1935): 224-226. Although Altan does not mention, 
Turkish historiography was grappling with its own inventions at the time. For the early republican search for a 
proper nationalist historiography, see Büşra Ersanlı, İktidar ve Tarih: Türkiye’de “Resmi Tarih” Tezinin 
Oluşumu (1929-1937) (İstanbul: İletişim Yayınları, 2013). 
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of time on all things natural and artificial, it seeks to appease our fear of death and 

annihilation.”744 Choay’s crisp conceptualization offers stimulus for our own elaboration on 

the existential dimension of monuments and their preservation. The decade of successive wars 

(the Balkan Wars, the First World War, and the War of Liberation) preceding the republican 

period had called into question the Turkish national sovereignty over Istanbul and large parts 

of the country (the Sèvres Treaty of 1920, which was discarded by Turkish national 

resistance, had only left Central Anatolia and some parts of the Black Sea coast to Turkey). 

The vivid memories of this decade combined with the prospects of another global war fuelled 

the anxiety among many intellectuals and bureaucrats that the Turkish national sovereignty 

could be contested once again. Nowhere was this anxiety more intense than in Istanbul, by far 

the most significant Turkish city where the recent enemy occupation had lasted the longest. 

Under these circumstances, historical monuments acquired particular relevance to make a 

strong claim for the international legitimacy of the republic.   

 Historical monuments constituted a crucial diplomatic asset in early republican 

Turkey. Culling their examples from recent moments of political and diplomatic crises, many 

critics argued that little could bolster the Turkish claims toward sovereignty over Istanbul and 

the rest of the country better than historical monuments. One example was Hakkı Kamil Beşe, 

a literary figure and a bureaucrat, who published an article on the significance of architectural 

preservation in 1948.745 In this article, Beşe brought up a moment from the Lausanne Peace 

Conference (1922-1923). Once the Turkish delegate was challenged during the negotiations 

that the Turks had nothing in Anatolia except mud-brick houses and ramshackle buildings, 

Beşe wrote, the Swiss anthropologist Eugène Pittard responded in a newspaper article: 

“Gentlemen, such words can not be uttered for a nation that has built the gate of İnce Minareli 

                                                
744 François Choay, The Invention of the Historic Monument, trans. by Lauren M. O'Connel (Cambridge and 
New York: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 6-7.   
745 EEKEA, GN 27, “Tarihi Anıtlarımızı Korumak ve Onarmak Vazifemiz.”  
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Medrese in Konya and the domes of Süleymaniye.”746 Beşe also mentioned the swift Turkish 

rejection of a country’s demand for Edirne referring to the Turkish monuments of the city, 

which constituted “title deeds for those who erected them, hence can not be relinquished.”747 

The metaphor of title deed (tapu senedi) also figured in an article on architect Sinan published 

in 1931 in Mimar, the journal recently launched by a group of young Turkish architects. The 

author of the article was A. Süheyl (Ünver), who was a medical doctor, painter, and historian. 

He urged for the restoration of Sinan's works, for each was a “title deed” for the Turkish 

claims toward the city or town where the monument was located.748 There were other critics 

that followed the same line of argument without employing the title deed metaphor. In a 

newspaper article, Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar reminded his readers of the Occupation Period 

(1918-1923) when the Turks embraced their monuments, because, he wrote, “nationality” 

was, among other things, “a group of art works, most importantly the architectural ones, and 

historical memories.”749 Another example was Mehmed Ziya Bey, painter, historian, a 

founding member of the Association of the Friends of Istanbul and later the CPOM, and 

author of a pioneering book on the monuments of Istanbul.750  His sobriquet İhtifalci 

(organizer of commemorations) originated from his leading role in organizing events to 

commemorate protagonists and incidents of Turkish history to enhance public morale during 

the tumultuous years preceding the republic. After alleging in an article he published in 1925 

that the Greek patriarch had called Istanbul a Christian city with reference to Hagia Sophia, 

Mehmed Ziya Bey contended that it was the “domes, mosques, medreses, fountains etc.” that 

                                                
746 For the tremendous influence of the Swiss anthropologist Eugène Pittard on the formation of anthropology 
and racist theories in early republican Turkey, see Zafer Toprak, Darwin'den Dersim'e: Cumhuriyet ve 
Antropoloji (İstanbul: Doğan Kitap, 2012). 
747 EEKEA, GN 27, “Tarihi Anıtlarımızı Korumak ve Onarmak Vazifemiz.” 
748 A. Süheyl, “Mimar Sinan,” Mimar (1931/4): 117-119.  
749 Ahmed Hamdi Tanpınar, “Şehrin Davaları: İbrahim Paşa Sarayı Meselesi,” Cumhuriyet, November 6, 1947. 
Tanpınar also used the title deed metaphor in his Five Cities to describe the tombs of the soldiers that fell during 
the Ottoman conquest of Constantinople (“Bunlar Türk İstanbul´un tapu senetleridir.”) Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar, 
Beş Şehir, Second Edition (Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu Basımevi, 1960), 232.  
750 Mehmed Ziya Bey, İstanbul ve Boğaziçi: Bizans ve Osmanlı Medeniyetlerinin Asar-ı Bakiyesi (İstanbul: 
Darü't-Tıbaatü'l-Amire, 1920-1928) (two volumes).  
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had saved the Turkish “right to survival and perpetuity” in Istanbul. He regretted that these 

monuments were falling victim to urban modernization.751 In a report he penned in 1948, 

another CPOM member, Efdalettin Tekiner, called for the preservation of historical 

monuments, which, “confirm[ed] our [Turkish] right to exist in these lands” (bu topraklarda 

mevcudiyet hakkımızı teyit eden).752 To give an example from early republican fiction, Adnan, 

the tragic character of Mithat Cemal Kuntay’s novel Three Istanbuls, concludes his admiring 

remarks of the Süleymaniye Mosque as follows: “Istanbul became ours on the day 

Süleymaniye was inaugurated!”753 It would be useful to note that Adnan is irreligious, which 

illustrates further the extra-devotional dimension of the early republican interest in the 

patrimony of religious architecture. A CPOM report published in a Ministry of Culture 

propaganda booklet in 1935 put it most bluntly that the political meaning of monuments 

superseded any other significance they might have: “[...] in addition to being a solidified and 

indestructible evidence of our existence in this country, Turkish monuments possess political 

significance that is more substantial than their scientific and aesthetic values.”754   

 As a corollary to the political and diplomatic issues, historical monuments were also 

instruments to speak back to the Orientalist representations of Turkey. This was a deep-rooted 

concern, going back to the Ottomans’ struggles to represent their civilization to the European 

audience in the nineteenth century. In international world fairs, Ottomans sought to turn their 

architectural patrimony into a means to portray the empire as part of the community of 

civilized nations. For example, in an attempt to integrate Ottoman architecture into the 

European historiographical canon, they published a monumental, profusely illustrated 

volume, distributing it to leading European libraries, and exibiting it at the 1873 Vienna 
                                                
751 Mehmed Ziya, “İstanbul’un İmar ve Tezyini,” 246, İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası, 9 (1925): 236-246.    
752 EEKEA, GN 95, Efdalettin Tekiner'in raporu, 19.03.1948. For the career and works of Tekiner, a well-
known historian, see: Eyüp Baş, “Târîh-i Osmânî Encümeni Kurucularından Efdaleddin (Tekiner) Beyin Hayatı, 
Eserleri ve Tarihçiliği Üzerine,” AÜİFD 46 (2005): 167-204.  
753 Mithat Cemal Kuntay, Üç İstanbul (İstanbul: Oğlak Yayınları, 2012) (First published in 1938). 
754 Kültür Bakanlığı, Antikiteler ve Müzeler Dayresi Anıtları Koruma Komisyonu, Anıtları Koruma 
Komisyonunun 1933-1935 Yıllarındaki Çalışmaları (İstanbul: Devlet Basımevi, 1935), 16. 
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World’s Exhibition.755 (Figure 66) During the early republic, the same architectural 

patrimony continued to bolster larger statements about culture and civilization, now described 

in national rather than imperial terms. Many commentators took historical monuments as an 

index of Turkishness, and a palpable repudiation of the Orientalist stereotypes. “Is not our 

cause Turkishness?” asked an anonymous contributor to Tan newspaper, who defended the 

preservation of a monument. (S)he added: “Are we not trying to prove our origins and that we 

have a civilization?” Ressam, the pseudonym of the anonymous writer, argued that no cause 

could be won by words alone but required evidences and witnesses, and that no witness could 

serve the Turkish cause better than monuments.756 Another example would be a CPOM 

document, which called historical monuments as “one of the strongest evidences of the 

existence of Turkish civilization” (Türkün medeniyet mevcudiyetinin en kuvvetli 

şahitlerinden).757 In a column published in Vakit daily newspaper in 1941, journalist Niyazi 

Ahmet Banoğlu argued that the Orientalist representations of Istanbul as a mysterious city 

should not inform urban modernization projects: “We would like to see Istanbul regularized 

according to such aesthetic parameters that no traveler could find a fault, not in the mystic 

atmosphere Pierre Loti was fond of.”758  

 

                                                
755 Marie de Launay, Boghoz Chachian, P. Montani Maillard, and Pascal Sebah, L'architecture ottomane / Die 
ottomanische Baukunst (Constantinople: 1873); Ahmet Ersoy, Architecture and the Late Ottoman Historical 
Imaginary: Reconfiguring the Architectural Past in a Modernizing Empire (Burlington VT: Ashgate, 2015) 
756 Ressam, “Yenicami Abidesinin Güzel Kasrını Yıkıp Atmıyalım!” Tan, February 16, 1938.  
757 EEKEA, GN 103, Karar Örneği, 1.3.1939.  
758 Niyazi Ahmet Banoğlu, “Eyübün Muhafaza Edilecek Tarihi Hususiyetleri Tarihimize Hürmetin Bir 
Misalidir,” Vakit, Mart 4, 1941. On Pierre Loti’s legacy in terms of the representations of Istanbul, see Chapter 
1. 
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Figure 66: Front cover of L'architecture ottomane / Die ottomanische Baukunst, 1873. 

 

 In addition to serving the almost obsessive interest in the image of Turkey in European 

eyes, historical monuments and the discourses that surrounded them interacted with the 

agenda of promoting tourism. That a member of the CPOM (Reşit Saffet Atabinen) was also 

the founding president of Turkey Travelers Association - later the Turing - perfectly 

represented the intimate link between tourism and architectural monuments.759 Also, 

publications and official correspondences on architectural preservation were replete with 

references to tourism. “Monuments are the number 1 capital of tourism,” wrote a Ministry of 

Education publication in 1946.760 In a 1947 booklet, the Istanbul Municipality expressed its 

expectation “to be congratulated by both tourists and Byzantinists” for its efforts to restore 

Byzantine monuments and regulate their vicinity. According to the municipality, these efforts 

showed that “the Turkish nation was not destructive but constructive” (Türk milletinin yıkıcı 

                                                
759 Ahmet Altıntaş and Feyza Kurnaz Şahin, “Reşit Saffet Atabinen (1884-1965) ve Türk Turizmine Katkıları,” 
Ankara Üniversitesi DTCFTBTAD 42 (2007): 9-36.  
760 Türkiye Târihi Anıtları (Ankara: Millî Eğitim Basımevi, 1946), 14.   
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değil yapıcı olduğunu).761 The major motivation for the regularization of the roads around the 

Chora Mosque, which would be declared a museum in 1948, was the following: “It was 

obviously not proper to leave a road, which leads to such an important monument visited by 

all foreigners, in decrepitude. We should prevent Istanbul, which we want to turn into a tourist 

city, from being badly graded so that tourists visit this city.”762 (Figure 67) Mayor Lütfi 

Kırdar was often explicit about the relation between historical monuments and tourism. In a 

correspondence between himself and the CPOM, he argued that the külliyes had to be restored 

as a whole and not in pieces since they constituted significant tourist attractions.763 Also, the 

CPOM often represented historical monuments as an asset for tourism in order to convince 

the authorities of their preservation and restoration. As part of the attempts to preserve the 

Bodrum Mosque (originaly the Byzantine church of Myrelaion) which was in a tumbledown 

state at that time, Aziz Ogan, the director of the CPOM and the Istanbul Museum of 

Archaeology, submitted a petition to the district governor of Eminönü and demanded the 

prevention of a certain Nafi, denizen in a nearby house, from herding his chickens around the 

monument. (Figure 68) Ogan requested the governor to save the monument from chicken 

manure and put an end to the disgrace vis-à-vis the Turkish and foreign tourists.764     

                                                
761 Yenileşen İstanbul: 1939 Başından 1947 Sonuna Kadar İstanbul'da Neler Yapıldı? (İstanbul: İstanbul 
Belediye Matbaası, 1947), 11.   
762 Ibid., 16.  
763 EEKEA, GN 92, “İstanbul Müzeleri Umum Müdürlüğü'ne,” 19.1.1942. Also see above.  
764 EEKEA, GN 115, “Eminönü Kaymakamlığına,” 14.9.1946.   
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Figure 67: Kariye Mosque, originally Chora Church, eleventh century. 1935 (Nicholas V. 
Artamonoff, Nicholas V. Artamonoff photographs of Istanbul and Turkey, 1935-1945, 
Dumbarton Oaks, Trustees for Harvard University, Washington, D.C.) 
 

 

Figure 68: Mesih Paşa (Bodrum) Mosque, formerly Myrelaion Church, tenth century. 
Photograph undated. (EEKEA)   
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 Apart from letting their chickens manure the vicinity of monuments, how would 

ordinary people encounter Istanbul’s historical patrimony and the nascent discourses that 

surrounded them? As the intellectuals and bureaucrats crafted complex narratives of the 

relationship between heritage and identity, legitimacy, and sovereignty, what were the uses 

and meanings of historical monuments for ordinary people? Why and how did heritage matter 

for them? Readers’ letters published in newspapers only represented the perspectives of the 

relatively well-educated, but we can still glean some observations from the CPOM archives. 

The issues of property and court cases stemming from the accusations of damage to historical 

patrimony constituted some of the basic forms of encounter between ordinary residents of 

Istanbul and monuments around them.765 For example, a woman named Firuzan Şeşen could 

not obtain building permit because her land stretched along the city walls. (Figure 69) She 

could not sell her land for the same reason. Worse, even though she did not receive any 

expropriation payment, she kept paying taxes for her land.766 In another case, a certain 

Mustafa Remzi Filiz built a house on a vakıf land next to the sixteenth century mosque of 

Kepenekçi in Eminönü, which was in a dilapidated state by the late 1940s. Once the 

Directorate of Endowments sued him to demolish his house, he submitted a petititon to the 

CPOM demanding its authorization for the sale of the land in question to him. Dismissing the 

claim that he had disrespected the monument by building a house next to it, Filiz contended 

that he had, in fact, respected and contributed to the monument by cleaning its vicinity that 

had previously been a dumping ground.767 It is noteworthy how Filiz (most probably with the 

                                                
765 The CPOM sued individuals that damaged historical monuments. One example involved a certain Yusuf 
Kefeli that damaged one of the doors of the Sultanahmet Complex. EEKEA, GN 97. In another example, the 
CPOM demanded the punishment of certain Satinik, who destroyed the doors of a building that had historical 
value. EEKEA, GN 27, “Rapor,” undated. The lack of organization in the realm of historical patrimony 
sometimes led to inadvertent damage wrought by ordinary people. In one case, a man named Hasan undertook 
the demolition of Tabakzade Medrese in Fatih in return for the right to sell its debris. Once he sold tombstones 
of historical value together with the debris, Hasan was accused of crime against historical patrimony. He 
defended himself by saying he was “illiterate,” and that nobody had told him that the tombstones were of 
patrimonial value. “Tarihî Mezar Taşları Ne Olmuş?” Tan, July 17, 1938.  
766 EEKEA, GN 6, “İstanbul Müzeleri Genel Direktörlüğüne,” February 13, 1945.   
767 EEKEA, GN 125, “Eski Eserleri Koruma Encümeni Yüce Başkanlığına,” November 28, 1950.  
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help of a professional petition writer, arzuhalci, or a lawyer) articulated his demand through 

effective messages targeting sensibilities over historical patrimony. He was, as it were, aware 

of the CPOM strategy to entrust some historical monuments to individuals and institutions so 

as to ensure their maintenance.768 A petition submitted to the CPOM by a woman named 

Zerafet Gültekin constitutes an interesting example of this strategy. A retired officer of the 

Ministry of Education, Gültekin stated that she could not afford to rent a place to live, and 

demanded permission to settle herself at the abandoned Arasta Fountain (sebil) in 

Sultanahmet.769 (Figure 70) The CPOM granted her the permission on condition that she kept 

the sebil clean, and protected it from the outsiders.770 The people of Istanbul could also make 

money out of historical patrimony should they collaborate with the authorities. When a certain 

İbrahim handed over three marble artefacts (a Corintian column capital, a bust, and a section 

of a human head sculpture) and some ceramics he had found in his own land, the Ministry of 

Education paid him 42,5 Turkish liras, half of the actual value of artefacts a commission of 

experts determined.771 The last example involves the decision to demolish the sixteenth 

century mosque of Süleyman Subaşı in Unkapanı in 1951. After it announced the decision, 

the municipality received a petition from the headman (muhtar) and council (ihtiyar heyeti) of 

Yavuz Sinan neighborhood. In the name of the residents of the neighborhood, the petititon 

celebrated the decision to demolish the decrepit mosque on the grounds that it had become 

                                                
768 For example, the CPOM suggested the municipality to use some historical monuments as depots or 
dispensaries, which would help preserve these monuments. EEKE, GN 52, “Karar,” 17 June 1940.  
769 Sebil is public fountain in the shape of a tiny kiosk, either freestanding or attached to precinct walls, from 
where drinking water would be distributed free of charge to passers-by.  
770 EEKEA, GN 100, “İstanbul Arkeoloji Müzeleri Müdürlüğü Yüksek Makamına,” 31 July 1952.  
771 The value of individuals items was as follows:  
The column capital: 15 liras.  
The bust: 60 liras.  
‘The little marble piece’ (i.e. the section of human head sculpture): 2 liras.  
Ceramics: 8 liras.  
EEKEA, GN 115, “Maarif Vekilliği Yüksek Makamına,” 30 May 1939. 
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refuge for prostitution, drug dealing, and many other crimes including a “nafarious case of the 

sexual abuse of a child.”772    

 

Figure 69: Land walls of Istanbul. 1938. This particular section was built in the twelfth 
century. Note the shelter attached to the walls, and the ploughed soil in the foreground. The 
land in the vicinity of the walls has historically been cultivated. The lucrative real estate 
market seeks to devour the last remnants of this agricultural tradition as of the 2010s. 
(Nicholas V. Artamonoff, Nicholas V. Artamonoff photographs of Istanbul and Turkey, 1935-
1945, Dumbarton Oaks, Trustees for Harvard University, Washington, D.C.)  
 

 

Figure 70: Arasta Fountain, early 17th century, south of Sultan Ahmed Mosque. (EEKEA) 
                                                
772 EEKEA, GN 128, “İstanbul Valiliği ve Belediye Başkanlığı Yüksek Makamına,” 21 August 1951. Although 
originally built in the sixteenth century, the Süleyman Subaşı Mosque had already fallen into a ruinuous state by 
the nineteenth century. In the second half of the century, it was rebuilt according to the architectural tastes and 
styles of the Tanzimat period. This was actually the mosque building in question in the petition. It was 
demolished soon after August 1951. The Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality recently built a replica of the 
mosque once again. http://www.ibb.gov.tr/sites/TarihiCevre/Projeler/Pages/BitenProje.aspx?pid=84 (Accessed 
August 8, 2017) 
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 The ordinary residents of Istanbul figured more often collectively than individually in 

contemporary sources. The effects of monuments on public opinion at large, and the 

individual state of mind in particular often figured in these sources. Local commentators 

warned that the neglect of or disrespect to monuments could turn the public against the state. 

For example, in reaction to the news in local press that the National Reinsurance Company 

stored large amount of cotton, which had been saved from fire in a nearby depository, in the 

courtyard of the Süleymaniye Mosque, the CPOM lambasted what it called “disrespect to a 

historical monument,” and warned that “this would have bad influence on public opinion” 

(efkar-ı umumiyeye karşı da fena bir tesir icra edeceğinden).773 An interesting controversy 

over a restoration work lasting several weeks in 1942 also illustrates the public sensibilities 

over historical monuments as well as their signs and symbols. As part of the restoration of the 

seventeenth century Egyptian Bazaar in Eminönü, the deformed finials of the domes were 

replaced by replicas. The resemblance of the tulip-shaped finials to cross caused an uproar in 

the press. (Figure 71) Some demanded in reaction that the filials should be crescent-shape.774 

Cumhuriyet announced that it had received many complaints about the finials looking like 

cross, and called for the resolution of the issue that “became a matter of national sensibility” 

and “national honor.”775 The CPOM argued that the replicas were faithful to the original, and 

that the same motif also existed in the ablution fountain of the Yeni Mosque.776 Borrowing an 

example from Edirne on the link between public opinion and monuments would also be 

illuminating. In April 1941, following the German occupation of Greece that fuelled anxieties 

that Turkey could be dragged into the war, the general inspector of the Thrace region 

bordering Greece and Bulgaria, Kazım Dirik, wrote a letter to the prime ministry in Ankara. 
                                                
773 “San'at Eserlerine Hürmet!” Cumhuriyet, March 21, 1946; EEKEA, GN 92, 21.3.1946. 
774 “Mısırçarşısna Takılan Haçlar!” Cumhuriyet, March 31, 1942. 
775 “Mısırçarşısına Dikilen Alemleri İndirelim,” Cumhuriyet, April 1, 1942. 
776 “Dikkat: İki Yüz Yıllık Lale Başlıkları,” Tan, March 28, 1942; “Bir Heyet Yenicami Kubbeleri Üzerindeki 
Alemleri Araştıracak,” Tan, April 4, 1942. Sedat Çetintaş also defended the restoration work, dismissing the 
claim that the finials did not look like real tulips. Verisimilitude had never been a goal in Turkish art, he wrote. 
Sedat Çetintaş, “Mısır Çarşısı Kubbelerindeki Alemler Haç Değil Lâledir,” Akşam, April 1, 1942.  
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In this letter, Dirik argued that construction activities would display state authority and 

increase the public morale “in this delicate period” (böyle nazik bir devrede).777 In addition to 

a few public works, Dirik exhorted Ankara to allocate funds for the restoration of historical 

monuments in Edirne. Dirik’s remarks remind one of a figure in Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar’s 

novel, Those Outside the Stage. Nasır Paşa, a retired Ottoman governor, tells the narrator of 

the novel about “his professional life, experiences, and many auspicious works he undertook 

during the unfortunate years of the country, such as building a fountain in Sivas on the day 

Edirne fell [in 1913].”778 

 

Figure 71: A section of Çetintaş’s article on the controversy with his own drawing of the 
actual finials.  
  

 Even though less extensively than their impact on public opinion, contemporary 

sources also dwelled on how monuments mattered for the residents of Istanbul on an 

                                                
777 BCA 030-0-010-000-000-213-448-11. 
778 Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar, Sahnenin Dışındakiler (İstanbul: Dergah Yayınları, 2013), 195.  
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individual basis. For example, Tanpınar, an avid observer of Istanbul’s monuments, 

commented on their significance for ordinary individuals. Mümtaz, the protagonist of 

Tanpınar’s Peace of Mind, talks to Nuran, his lover, about an old lady praying at the sixteenth 

century tomb of Sümbül Sinan, and seeking refuge from her miseries: “Sümbül Sinan talks to 

her now, and promises great serenities. If he can do nothing, he gives her hope for the 

afterlife. Do you think human misery, refuge, and hopelessness are not enough to make this 

place sacred?”779 Mümtaz crisply captures a vital function of monuments during the dramatic 

social and cultural transformations of the early republican period: “There is no point in 

destroying old life forms (hayat şekilleri) that give people the power to endure life, before 

offering them new ones.”780 Another celebrated fiction work from the early republican period 

features a more worldly form of refuge the monuments of Istanbul could offer. Struggling 

with the troubles and paradoxes of a youthful idealism, Adnan, the protagonist of Mithat 

Cemal Kuntay’s Three Istanbuls, soothes himself at the eighteenth century Library of Râgıb 

Paşa, caressing books, observing the building, and contemplating about its patron.781  

 In the real world of tough negotiations over monuments, Adnan would have earned 

quite a few opponents challenging him whether an eighteenth century monument should be 

regarded as historical patrimony. He would have many more contenders had he cherished a 

Byzantine building. Of the outstandingly rich repertoire of historical monuments, which ones 

were worthy of preservation was a burning question, and a source of endless debates.  

 

Hierarchies of Patrimony 

 Early republican Istanbul was a tapestry of monuments from different empires and 

centuries. Evoking myriad and often conflicting memories for different people, these 

                                                
779 Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar, Huzur (İstanbul: Dergah Yayınları, 2010), 190.  
780 Ibid.  
781 Mithat Cemal Kuntay, Üç İstanbul, 51 (İstanbul: Oğlak Yayınları, 2012). (First published in 1938) 
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monuments were associated with either their patron, or their architect, or the period in which 

they were built. Some of these patrons, architects, and periods instilled the sense of pride, 

others of shame, and still others of anxiety. Also, the residents of Istanbul often nurtured 

different feelings vis-à-vis the same monument. Early republican public opinion grappled 

with questions over what to do with this multi-layered heritage: Is every old building a 

patrimony? Should we, for example, preserve the Byzantine monuments while the countries 

that claim to be successors to the Byzantine Empire (Greece and Russia) have recently 

threatened our sovereignty over Istanbul? Should we preserve the monuments and memories 

of the Ottoman Empire that we toppled in 1922? Given that urban modernization will 

inevitably entail the elimination of some monuments, which ones can we sacrifice? None of 

these questions produced public consensus, and, consequently, the fate of Istanbul’s 

monuments sparked perpetual debates and negotiations.  

The narraives that surrounded the debates over historical monuments were often in 

conversation with the nascent nationalist historiography. During the early republic, two lines 

of historical research particularly flourished thanks to state sponsorship: the Central Asian 

origins of the Turks, a people that migrated to Anatolia in successive waves from the eleventh 

century onwards; and the cultural and ethnic links between the contemporary Turkish society 

and the societies of ancient (mainly pre-classical) Anatolia.782 Although less supported by the 

state than these two areas, Ottoman historiography also went through a nationalist 

reassessment from the 1920s onwards. As they crafted a nationalist history of the Ottoman 

Empire, the early republican historians faced the dilemma between the necessity of distancing 

                                                
782 Büşra Ersanlı, İktidar ve Tarih: Türkiye'de 'Resmi Tarih' Tezinin Oluşumu (1929-1937), Sixth ed. (İstanbul: 
İletişim Yayınları, 2015); Can Bilsel, “'Our Anatolia': Organicism and the Making of Humanist Culture in 
Turkey,” Muqarnas 24 (2007): 223-241; Wendy Shaw, “The Rise of the Hittite Sun, A Deconstruction of 
Western Civilization from the Margin,” in Philip Kohl et al. eds., Selective Rememberances: Archaeology in the 
Construction, Commemoration, and Consecration of National Pasts (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2007), 
163-188. The official approach to different periods of history can best be seen in the four volume textbook 
published by the The Association of Examining Turkish History (Türk Tarihini Tetkik Cemiyeti), later Turkish 
Historical Society (Türk Tarih Kurumu): Tarih, four volumes (İstanbul: Devlet Matbaası, 1931-1934).  
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the new regime from its predecessor, and the impossibility of spurning the entire six centuries 

of Ottoman history. Basically, their response to this dilemma was, first, to divide the imperial 

history into broad chronological periods of foundation, rise, recession, and decline, and 

second, to embrace the history of the Ottoman Empire from the fifteenth and sixteenth 

centuries, the so-called “classical period,” and to condemn that of the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries, the “decline period,” as decadent and degenerate (the seventeenth 

century, the period of ‘recession,’ has to this day been in purgatory).783 The debates over the 

Ottoman monuments of Istanbul bore unmistakable influences of this selective appraisal of 

Ottoman history, although, as we will see below, there were often notable discrepancies 

between the officially endorsed historiographical premises and actual practices of 

preservation, particularly in relation to the Byzantine monuments and monuments from “the 

Ottoman decline.” While more than twenty Middle Eastern and Balkan states rejected their 

Ottoman heritage completely, Turkey, the only successor of the empire, assigned ambivalent 

meanings to its Ottoman-era monuments.784 At the two opposite ends stood the monuments 

                                                
783 This periodization went almost unchallenged until the 1990s. Since then, a number of revisionist studies 
effectively challenged the teleological and ahistorical premises of the so-called “decline paradigm.” Although 
discarded academically, the “decline paradigm” survives to this day in popular discourses of the Ottoman 
Empire. Jane Hathaway, "Problems of Periodization in Ottoman History: The Fifteenth through Eighteenth 
Centuries," Turkish Studies Association Bulletin 20 (1996): 25-31; Cemal Kafadar, “The Question of Ottoman 
Decline,” Harvard Middle East and Islamic Review, 4/1-2 (1998): 30-75; Uğur Tanyeli, “History of Ottoman 
Architecture and the Historiographical Model of Decline and Fall,” in 7 Centuries of Ottoman Architecture: A 
Supra-National Heritage, eds., Nur Akin, Afife Batur, and Selçuk Batur (İstanbul: Yapı-Endüstri, 2000), 43-50; 
Donald Quataert, "Ottoman History Writing and Changing Attitudes towards the Notion of 'Decline,'" History 
Compass 1 (2003): 1-9; Linda Darling, “Another Look at Periodization in Ottoman History,” Turkish Studies 
Association Bulletin 26 (2002): 19-28.  
784 Until the last few decades, many Balkan and Middle Eastern countries were largely indifferent to their 
Ottoman architectural heritage. For a selection of studies, see Nabila Oulebsir, Les Usages du Patrimoine. 
Monuments, Musées et Politique Coloniale en Algérie (1830-1930) (Paris Éditions de la Maison des sciences de 
l’homme, 2004), 296; Emanuela Costantini, “Dismantling the Ottoman Heritage? The Evolution of Bucharest in 
the 19th Century,” in Ottoman Legacies in the Contemporary Mediterranean, The Balkans and the Middle East 
Compared, eds., Eyal Ginio and Karl Kaser (Jerusalem: The European Forum at the Hebrew University, 2013), 
231-254; Stephen Lewis, “The Ottoman Architectural Heritage in the Modern Balkans: The Ottoman 
architectural patrimony of Bulgaria Revisited: Infrastructure, Intentionality, and the Genesis and Survival of 
Monuments,” in Monuments, Patrons, Contexts: Papers on Ottoman Europe Presented to Machiel Kiel, eds. 
Maximilian Hartmuth and Ayşe Dilsiz (Leiden: Netherlands Institute for the Near East, 2010), 153-170; 
Maximilian Hartmuth, “Negotiating Tradition and Ambition: Comparative Perspective on the "De-
Ottomanization" of the Balkan Cityscapes,” Ethnologia Balkanica 10 (2006): 15-34; Heghnar Watenpaugh, “An 
Uneasy Historiography: The Legacy of Ottoman Architecture in the Former Arab Provinces,” Muqarnas 24 
(2007): 27-43.    
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designed by architect Sinan in the sixteenth century, which represented the so-called Golden 

Age or Classical Age of the Ottoman Empire, and the nineteenth century monuments, which 

represented, in the eyes of many commentators, the European domination of the Ottoman 

Empire in political, economic, and cultural terms. While the local and national commentators 

unanimously cherished the former, their approaches to the latter often differed, which led to 

fruitful public debates. What follows is a critical analysis of the debates over monuments 

from different periods of Istanbul’s history in their relation to the narratives of the Ottoman as 

well as pre-Ottoman history of Istanbul.   

 As Gülru Necipoğlu has shown, the scholarly interest in the sixteenth century architect 

Sinan reached its peak during the early republic. As part of the endeavor to craft a narrative of 

“classical Ottoman architecture,” allegedly the purest and the most refined manifestation of 

Turkish architecture through the ages, the representations of Sinan as a national genius 

flourished in both scholarly studies and popular publications.785 The commemoration of Sinan 

became a popular event, and received wide coverage in the local press.786 An early republican 

reader would often encounter articles in newspapers or periodicals about the legacy of the 

architect.787 Public sensibility over Sinan’s monuments was intense, and the criticism over 

their displeasing conditions was bitter. One cartoon, for example, featured Sinan regretting 

the state of his monuments, and asking what the use of commemoration ceremonies was while 

his monuments were falling into ruins.788 (Figure 72) Another cartoon featured two men, one 

asking from what material one should build a statue for Sinan, the other responding: “from the 

                                                
785 For the canonization of Sinan in academic and popular circles, see Gülru Necipoğlu, “Creation of a National 
Genius: Sinan and the Historiography of "Classical" Ottoman Architecture,” Muqarnas, 24 (Leiden: Brill, 2007): 
141-183.  
786 For a selection, see Burhan Arif, “Mimar Sinan İhtifalleri Münasebeti ile,” Mimar, 39, 1934, 82; “Sinan 
Günü,” Cumhuriyet, March 29, 1933; “Mimar Koca Sinan’ın 351inci Yıldönümü İhtifali Yapıldı,” Tan, April 10, 
1939.  
787 For a selection, see Mimar Kemal, “Türk Sanatı ve Sinan,” Mimar, 39 (1934): 83-84; Anonymous, “Sinan,” 
Mimar, 39 (1934): 87-89; Albert Gabriel, “Koca Sinan’ın Sanat Hayatı, Eserleri ve Yüksek Varlığı” Tan, April 
9, 1937; Sedad Çetintaş, “Sinanın Eserlerine ve Ülküsüne Saygı Lazımdır,” Cumhuriyet, April 19, 1943.  
788 Cumhuriyet, April 10, 1935.  
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stones of his destroyed monuments.”789 Even the Istanbul Municipality’s director of public 

works, the office frustrated the most by the sheer number of historical monuments precluding 

urban interventions, recognized the greatness of Sinan in an interview, arguing that little that 

came after him was worth preserving.790 The canonization of the architect as the national 

genius led to the degree of removing his skull from the tomb for craniometrical analysis. The 

aim was to gauge whether the skull fit the Brachycephalic standards, the skull shape of the 

Alpine race, which, allegedly, and much to the relief of the Turkish adherents to racist 

theories in worldwide circulation during the 1930s, it did, making Sinan a ‘Turk par 

excellence.’791  

 

Figure 72: Cumhuriyet, April 10, 1935. 

 

 After the monuments designed by Sinan, perhaps the most prestigious historical 

monuments in early republican Istanbul were those that had been built during the reign of 

                                                
789 Akbaba, August 24, 1935.  
790 Sabahattin Aygen, “Eski Eserler Meselesi,” İstanbul Belediye Mecmuası 191 (July 1941): 290.  
791 “Mimar Sinanın Kafatası Arkeoloji Müzesinde,” Tan, August 6, 1935. For the craniometrical obsession of 
racism in early republican Turkey, see Nazan Maksudyan, “Gauging Turkishness: Anthropology as Science-
Fiction in Legitimizing Racist Nationalism (1925-1939),” (M.A. Thesis, Boğaziçi University, 2003).  
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Mehmed II (1451-1481).792 Several commentators pointed to the similarities between the 

decrepit Byzantine city Mehmed II rebuilt and the decrepit Ottoman city that was to be rebuilt 

during the early republic.793 For example, in a 1935 article, Fikret Adil, journalist and art 

critic, urged the authorities to save from dilapidation the mosque and tomb of the conqueror’s 

grand vizier Mahmud Paşa, one of the oldest Ottoman monuments in the city.794 (Figure 73) 

From the early 1940s onwards, the fast approaching 500th anniversary of the Ottoman 

conquest of Constantinople in 1953 triggered an even more profound interest in Mehmed II 

and the architectural legacy of his age. Local newspapers published dozens of articles 

suggesting strategies about how to ensure a successful celebration and attract international 

audience.795 The CPOM endeavored to determine the exact list of monuments built during the 

reign of Mehmed II, and to prioritize their restoration.796 While it became clear already by the 

late 1940s that the anniversary events would not be as bright as many people had envisioned it 

to be earlier in the decade, the circulation of diverse proposals about it solidified the 

prestigious status of Mehmed II and the monuments of his age.797  

                                                
792 For the architectural and urban history of Istanbul under Mehmed II, see Çiğdem Kafesçioğlu, 
Constantinopolis / Istanbul: Cultural Encounter, Imperial Vision, and the Construction of the Ottoman Capital 
(University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2009).  
793 See Chapter 2.  
794 Fikret Adil, “Mahmutpaşa Türbesi Tahrib Ediliyor,” Tan, November 13, 1935. 
795 For a selection, see Sami Teziş, “İstanbulun Zabtı, 500. Yıl İçin Neler Yapılmalı,” Tan, October 15, 1942; 
“Teklif Ediyoruz: 500. yıla dek Beyazıtta bir üniversite obası tesis edilmelidir,” Cumhuriyet, June 16, 1942; 
Abidin Daver, “İstanbulun 500üncü Yılını Kutlama İmar Demektir,” Cumhuriyet, April 11, 1945; “Türk 
İstanbulun 500. Yıldönümü,” Cumhuriyet, March 30, 1949.  
796 EEKEA, GN 6, Encümen direktöründen vakıflara yazı, December 22, 1949; EEKEA, GN 6, “500. yıl 
vesilesiyle Fatih devri hayır eserlerinden camiler ve durumları,” April 15, 1948. Although it did not spark a 
comparable interest in Byzantine history, the International Congress of Byzantine Studies that took place in 
Istanbul in 1955 also gave momentum to the restoration of Byzantine monuments in the city. Cahide Tamer, 
İstanbul’un Bizans Anıtları ve Onarımları (İstanbul: Türkiye Turing ve Otomobil Kurumu, 2003). 
797 Refik Halid Karay, “Yeni Bir ‘Beş yüz yıl,’” Akşam, October 11, 1946.  
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Figure 73: Mahmud Paşa Mosque, 1464. 1935 (Myron Bement Smith Collection, Freer 
Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives. Smithsonian Institution, Washington, 
D.C., FSA_A.04_2.06.55.044)  
 

 The concern for the architectural legacy of the “Ottoman classical age,” which 

comprised the periods of both architect Sinan and the sultan Mehmed II, was not limited to 

individual monuments. Also, preservationists cherished the celebrated silhouette of the old 

city punctuated by the domes and minarets of mosques all but one of which were built during 

the “Ottoman classical age.”798 They vehemently opposed modern buildings that would 

compromise this silhouette. (Figure 74) This opposition had, in fact, been ongoing since the 

final years of the Ottoman Empire, exemplified by the failed attempt to prevent the building 

of the Fourth Vakıf Han in Eminönü, a disproportionately large multi-story office building.799 

The Fourth Vakıf Han was not solely detrimental to Istanbul’s iconic silhouette; it also 

entailed the demolition or transfer of several buildings of the eighteenth century complex of 

                                                
798 The exception is Nuruosmaniye Mosque, inaugurated in 1755. 
799 See footnote 199.  
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Abdülhamid I.800 The architect of the Fourth Vakıf Han, Kemalettin Bey, was, in fact, an 

outspoken preservationist himself, and this was not the only paradox of his career.801 In an 

article published in 1925, Mehmed Ziya Bey, the İhtifalci, regretted that the “disproportionate 

vakıf han” breached “the beautiful vista that the past centuries had constituted.” He argued 

that high-rise buildings should not be allowed in the old city so as to protect its 

“silhouette”.802     

 

Figure 74: The iconic silhouette of Istanbul, undated. (Taksim Atatürk Library) 

   

Another building that compromised the silhouette was the Botanic Institute in 

Süleymaniye designed by Swiss architect Ernst Egli, also a professor at the Fine Arts 

Academy, and inaugurated in 1937. Although much less monumental than the Fourth Vakıf 

Han, the institute building was on the upper slopes of a hill, which enhanced its own 

                                                
800 Stefanos Yerasimos, “Tanzimattan Günümüze Türkiye'de Kültürel Mirası Koruma Söylemi,” 49, İstanbul 54 
(2005): 42-55.  
801 Had it not been for the CPOM opposition to the project, Kemalettin would have designed another vakıf han 
in Çemberlitaş, an area laden with Ottoman monuments, which was named after the still surviving honorific 
column dating from the Roman emperor Constantine. Ibid.   
802 Mehmed Ziya, “İstanbul’un İmar ve Tezyini,” 239, İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası 9 (1925): 236-246.   
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visibility, and very close to the Süleymaniye Mosque, which undermined the visibility of the 

latter. The local press responded in an uproar. Already during the construction of the institute, 

architects and artists had expressed their disapproval.803 Its modernist design outraged some 

critics even further.804 Yunus Nadi called it “ugly and disharmonious cubic” (kübik sekalet), 

after the derogatory label for modernist architecture in popular parlance.805 The proponents of 

modernist architecture, too, criticized the project on the grounds of its location.806 “A 

modernist building that would fit well in Taksim cannot be allowed in Süleymaniye,” wrote 

Falih Rıfkı in a newspaper article.807 Novelist Mithat Cemal Kuntay called the institute 

building “wretched.”808 Even the (in)famous proponent of eliminating historical monuments 

for urban modernization, Cemil Topuzlu, former mayor, criticized the building, and said the 

“ensemble” of the neighborhood should remain untouched.809 “If you do not keep architects 

under the control of city planners,” said German city planner Hermann Jansenn in reference to 

the Botanic Institute, “you pave the way for such disasters.”810 Henri Prost also condemned 

the building.811 Both he and Yunus Nadi wrote the Botanic Institute would have to be 

demolished in the future. Eventually, in 1957, the building was trimmed from four into two-

stories. (Figure 75) 

                                                
803 “İstanbulu İstanbul Olmaktan Çıkaran Binalar,” Cumhuriyet, January 9, 1936.   
804 For the public responses to modernist architecture during the early republic, see Chapter 2.  
805 Yunus Nadi, “Kendimize İnanalım,” Cumhuriyet, November 23, 1941.  
806 Fikret Adil, “İstanbul. Yeni Şehri Yapmak, Eski Abideleri Korumak,” Tan, August 27, 1936. 
807 “Bir Mesele,” Ulus, February 8, 1938.  
808 “İstanbul. Yeni Şehri Yapmak, Abideleri Korumak,” Tan, October 26, 1936.  
809 “İstanbul. Yeni Şehri Yapmak, Abideleri Korumak,” Tan, August 13, 1936.  
810 Falih Rıfkı Atay, “Evet, Zavallı İstanbul,” Cumhuriyet, October 12, 1948.  
811 “Şehrin Manzarasını Bozan Bir Bina,” Cumhuriyet, January 10, 1937.  
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Figure 75: Botanic Institute figuring between the heads of the two porters, 1954. The 
Süleymaniye Mosque is on the left of the institute. (Photograph: Rolf Gross)   
 
   

The public consensus over the preservation of monuments that represented the 

“Ottoman classical period” was deeply broken when post-eighteenth century monuments were 

in question. While some people completely dismissed them as symbols of “decline” and 

“degeneration” (inhitat, literally, the decline toward collapse) of the Ottoman Empire, others, 

such as the CPOM members, dismissed the negative connotations of the period as long as the 

monuments fit their own aesthetic and historical sensibilities. Can Erimtan has shown that the 

political, military, and cultural dynamics of Ottoman history in the eighteenth century were 

subject to vibrant debates in scholarly and literary circles during the early republic.812 The 

main motifs of these debates such as the European influences on Ottoman society also 

informed the approaches to the architectural heritage of the post-1700 period in Istanbul. 

Stylistically, Rococo elements that entered the Ottoman architectural vocabulary by the 

eighteenth century drew much criticism. Many commentators argued that the advent of 

Ottoman Rococo marked the beginning of the decline of the “pure national art.” (For the 
                                                
812 For a comprehensive analysis, see Can Erimtan, Ottomans Looking West? The Origins of Tulip Age and Its 
Development in Modern Turkey (New York: IB Tauris, 2008)  
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difference between the austerity of the “pure national architecture” and the exuberance of the 

Rococo, see Figures 76 and 77) Architect Kemal Altan announced the death of the pure 

Turkish art due to the infiltration of Baroque and Rococo elements in the eighteenth 

century.813 İsmail Hakkı, professor of pedagogy and aesthetics, wrote the following on 

Turkish minarets: “What is most incompatible with the Turkish genius is some characteristics 

of the Renaissance, the Louis XV style, and Rococo. When, in history, Turkish art leaned 

toward these western tastes, it faded.”814 In a collection of his essays published in 1934, 

İsmail Hakkı footnoted these remarks, and declared he had changed his views since 1926: 

“Even when it was under these foreign influences, the Turkish art retained its capacity to 

absorb and represent itself.”815   

                                                
813 Kemal Altan, “Hekimoğlu Ali Paşa ve Medeni İzlerimiz,” Arkitekt 10 (1935): 299-302. Baroque architecture 
was also under attack in its birthplace. In contemporary Italy, a similar reaction to Baroque manifested itself in 
historiography and restoration practices. “From a Fascist perspective, the Baroque was associated with moral 
turpitude and decadence as well as the power of the groups Mussolini sought to limit - the nobility and the 
church. Consequently, its elimination during the regime was linked to the rhetoric of moral and political victory. 
By purging the Baroque, the regime could easily reclaim the country’s republican medieval roots, posturing to 
the world as the new Italy in the guise of a familiar architectural form - one that was inextricably linked to the 
strength, dominance, and above all the popolo.” Medina Lasansky, “Urban Editing, Historic Preservation, and 
Political Rhetoric: The Fascist Redesign of San Gimignano,” 343, Journal of the Society of Architectural 
Historians, 63/3 (September 2004): 320-353.  
814 İsmail Hakkı, “Eski Eserleri Niçin Muhafaza Edemiyoruz?,” in İsmail Hakkı, Sanat : Estetik, yaratma, Türk 
sanatı, dil, edebiyat, temsil, musiki, resim, mimarlık, tezyinî sanat, şehircilik üzerine görüşmeler (İstanbul: 
Semih Lûtfi Sühulet Kütüphanesi, 1934), 187-190. [First published in 1926] 
815 Ibid. 
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Figure 76: Süleymaniye Mosque, 1557, classical Ottoman architecture par excellence. 
(Photograph: Author) 
 

 

Figure 77: Mecidiye Mosque, 1853, an example of Ottoman Baroque-Rococo. (Photograph: 
Author) 
 

 While İsmail Hakkı revised his views, others cherished their scornful attitude vis-à-vis 

the foreign influences on Ottoman architecture. Sedat Çetintaş was the leading proponent of 

this attitude in local print media. The bellicose architect missed no opportunity to condemn 
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the architecture of inhitat, the decline toward collapse. “Histories of great nations might have 

ups and downs,” Çetintaş wrote in a newspaper article on the restoration of old monuments. 

“In Turkish history, eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were defined by inhitat [...]. 

Naturally, the inhitat manifested itself in Turkish architecture, first during the eighteenth 

century. But it was in the nineteenth century that ignorance reigned in full force [...]”816 In 

another newspaper article, Çetintaş praised architects Vedad Bey and Kemalettin Bey for 

overcoming the long period of inhitat in Turkish architecture, which had begun in the 

eighteenth century “under the grand vizierate of İbrahim Paşa.”817 He employed the same 

rhetoric in his interventions in practices of architectural preservation. For example, in one of 

his many conflicts with the CPOM, Çetintaş demanded the elimination of the iron bars 

surrounding the courtyard of the Süleymaniye Mosque on the grounds that they were added in 

the nineteenth century, “the decline period of our architectural history.”818    

 The notion of pure national art, one that was allegedly the manifestation of a 

transhistorical ‘national genius,’ informed both scholarly and popular perspectives of 

architectural heritage during the early republic. Çetintaş played an active role in the 

dissemination of this notion. He firmly rejected the existence of any outside influence on 

Turkish art even in the form of mutual exchanges, and zealously attacked those that offered 

alternative approaches to the architectural heritage of Turkey. In the 1940s, Çetintaş published 

lambasting reviews of two important books on Turkish art history in Cumhuriyet newspaper. 

The authors of the books were two expat professors based in Istanbul, Albert Gabriel of 

France and Ernst Diez of Austria. Çetintaş dwelled as much on ad hominem arguments 

targeting their foreignness as he did the ideas Gabriel and Diez articulated. The first review 

                                                
816 Sedad Çetintaş, “Eski Eserleri Nasıl Restore Edebiliriz,” Cumhuriyet, September 12, 1942. 
817 Sedad Çetintaş, “Ölümünün Yıldönümünde Mimar Kemaleddini Anarken,” Cumhuriyet, July 12, 1948.  
818 EEKEA, GN 92, “Yüce kültür bakanlığına,” 30 September 1936. 
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was about Gabriel’s pioneering book, Monuments Turcs d’Anatolie, published in 1931.819 

Founding director of the Institut Français d’Etudes Anatoliennes in Istanbul, and former art 

history professor at Istanbul University, Gabriel was affiliated to College de France at the 

time Çetintaş’s review was published in 1941. Provocatively titled “What Turkish Art and 

History Have Suffered from Foreigners,” the review accused Gabriel of making factual errors, 

misrepresenting the plans of monuments, and, worse, falsely claiming that one of the walls of 

a thirteenth century monument, the İzzettin Keykavus Hospital in the city of Sivas, had 

actually belonged to an older building, which, Çetintaş declared, was an offense against the 

Seljukid sultan and his architects.820  

 The second review was about Diez’s Türk Sanatı, Başlangıcından Günümüze Kadar 

(Turkish Art, From its Beginning Until Today), a pioneering book treating Turkish art as a 

peculiar field with its own history, which appeared in Turkish in 1946 through the translation 

of his assistant, Oktay Aslanapa, from German.821 Diez was a senior professor of Islamic arts, 

and a pioneer of transnational perspectives in art historiography. Following his education as 

well as early teaching and research career at Vienna University, Diez spent thirteen years at 

Bryn Mawr College. Because Germany had annexed Austria, which made him a German 

citizen, he had to leave the U.S. with the onset of the Second World War. Following a few 

years back at Vienna University, Diez ended up at Istanbul University in 1943. Çetintaş’s 

review of Diex’s Turkish Art was even more provocatively titled than that of Gabriel’s book: 

“Yet Another Offense Against The History of Our Civilization.”822 The ‘offense’ in Diez’s 

book was his emphasis on exchanges between Turkish art and the arts of other nations and 

                                                
819 Albert Gabriel, Monuments Turcs d’Anatolie (Paris: Editions de Boccard, 1931).   
820 Sedad Çetintaş, “Türk San’atile Tarihinin Ecnebilerden Çektiği,” Cumhuriyet, October 8, 1941.   
821 Ernst Diez, Türk Sanatı, Başlangıcından Günümüze Kadar, translated by Oktay Aslanapa (İstanbul: İstanbul 
Üniversite Matbaası, 1946).  
822 Sedad Çetintaş, “Medeniyet Tarihimize Yeni Bir Tecavüz,” Cumhuriyet, December 20, 1946. Ironically, 
unlike his scathing criticism of Monuments Turcs d’Anatolie five years ago, Çetintaş praised Gabriel in this 
review.  
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empires. What outraged Çetintaş the most were the references to Armenian influences in 

Turkish art, and to the influence of Hagia Sophia on Sinan’s masterpieces.823 

 Both reviews drew harsh criticism as much on Çetintaş’s pugnacious style as on his 

arguments. The CPOM promptly responded in defense of Gabriel, praising his contributions 

to the history of Turkish art and architecture, and recommending Çetintaş to correct any 

problems in Monuments Turcs d’Anatolie by means of scholarly studies rather than insults.824 

Even Yunus Nadi, who had hosted Çetintaş in Cumhuriyet for many years, penned an 

apologetic article, stating that the furious and sometimes offensive rhetoric of the architect 

stemmed from his profound sensibility to historical patrimony to which “he had devoted his 

entire life.”825 In the case of Turkish Art, two days after the publication of Çetintaş’s review, 

Diez published a response in Cumhuriyet.826 Defending his perspective of cultural exchanges, 

Diez argued that art could only become richer and stronger through the diversity of elements 

it absorbed and appropriated. The Greek roots of Roman art did not make the latter a mere 

imitation, he continued, and the value of the Renaissance art did not diminish because it had 

relied on antiquity. The same was true for the relation between Hagia Sophia and Ottoman 

architecture. Announcing that he would soon respond to Çetintaş’s scholarly objections to his 

book in a journal,827 Diez wrote: “ […] the public sensibilities should not be played with in 

scientific debates.” Diez sent a copy of his book to Nadir Nadi, the owner and chief columnist 

                                                
823 It is noteworthy that, about two decades after the publication of Diez’s book, Katharina Otto-Dorn, another 
German speaking professor teaching in Turkey, was subject to censure in Euro-American art history 
establishment for she claimed the existence of Turkish/Islamic influences on medieval Armenian art. Katharina 
Otto-Dorn, “Türkisch-Islamisches Bildgut in den Figurenreliefs von Achtamar,” Anatolia VI (1963): 1-69.  
Rüçhan Arık, “Otto-Dorn, Katharina,” TDV İslâm Ansiklopedisi (https://islamansiklopedisi.org.tr/otto-dorn-
katharina); Joachim Gierlichs, “In Memoriam Katharina Otto-Dorn: A Life Dedicated to Turkish Islamic Art and 
Architecture,” 5, EJOS, IV (2001), 1-14. 
824 EEKEA, GN 24, “Karar,” 17 October 1941. It is important to note that Aziz Ogan, the CPOM director, had 
worked as Gabriel’s assistant. 
825 Yunus Nadi, “Kendimize İnanalım,” Cumhuriyet, November 23, 1941.  
826 Ernst Diez, “Türk Sanatı Adlı Eser Dolayısile, Profesör Ernst Diez Cevab Veriyor,” Cumhuriyet, December 
22, 1946.  
827 Diez elaborated on his diffusionist perspective of artistic exchanges across cultures and responded to the 
accusations against his book in the following article: Ernst Diez, “Endosmos’lar,” İstanbul Üniversitesi Felsefe 
Arkivi Dergisi 2/1 (1947): 221-229.  
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of Cumhuriyet. The latter published an article about the controversy a month later, declaring 

that he had read the book and that he was with Diez. Urging for an end to the still ongoing 

controversy, Nadir Nadi concluded: “In the olden times, there were fanatics fussing about 

blasphemy. Recently, we have come up with a new fashion, ‘insult to Turkishness.’ We try to 

attack people whom we do not like on this pretext. We need to abandon this as soon as 

possible. It is a shame.”828   

 Çetintaş’s bellicose rhetoric was an oddity in early republican public sphere. His ideas 

were not. Contemporary scholars endeavored to formulate a nationalist grand narrative of 

Turkish art and architecture, editing out the ethno-religious plurality of actors, and the 

diversity of influences that had informed the Seljukid and Ottoman legacies.829 In local press, 

too, one would often encounter the articulation of the same narrative. Some ventured into 

historiographical debates. For instance, Ali Sami Boyar, painter and director of Hagia Sophia 

Museum, published an article in Cumhuriyet devoted to the rebuttal of the notion of the 

Byzantine influences over Ottoman architecture.830 In another Cumhuriyet article, Boyar 

criticized ‘the experts of old monuments’ for their ‘over-reliance’ as a source on Hadîkatü’l 

Cevâmi (Garden of Mosques), an eighteenth century book on the mosques of Istanbul. For the 

author of the book, Ayvansarâyî, Boyar claimed, had himself over-relied on Greek sources 

and misrepresented some Ottoman mosques as originally Byzantine buildings.831 Others in 

local press focused on specific monuments and defend their elimination on the grounds of 

belonging to the inhitat period. Leading literary figure and journalist, Refik Halid Karay, for 

example, called for the demolition of the nineteenth century kiosk of Çağlayan, for “it 

                                                
828 Nadir Nadi, “Türklüğü Tahkir. Diez Meselesi,” Cumhuriyet, January 23, 1947.   
829 Oya Pancaroglu, “Formalism and the Academic Foundation of Turkish Art in the Early Twentieth Century,” 
Muqarnas: An Annual on the Visual Culture of the Islamic World 24 (2007): 67-78; Shirine Hamadeh, 
“Westernization, Decadence, and the Turkish Baroque: Modern Constructions of the Eighteenth Century,” 
Muqarnas: An Annual on the Visual Culture of the Islamic World 24 (2007): 185-197.  
830 Ali Sami Boyar, “Türk Sanatının Dostu ve Düşmanları,” Cumhuriyet, July 14, 1942. Boyar had published a 
very positive review of Çetintaş’s exhibition a month ago. See below. 
831 Ali Sami Boyar, “Tarihi Anıtları Onarırken Başarmamız Gereken Bir İş,” Cumhuriyet, February 20, 1945.  
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belonged to the architectural inhitat.”832 A more critical example was the debate over the 

decoration of the dome of Süleymaniye Mosque. Restored in the nineteenth century, the dome 

featured Rococo motifs, which stood in stark contrast with the rest of the interior defined by 

the austerity of original non-figurative motifs and calligraphy from sixteenth century. (Figure 

78) Many argued that these ‘mean motifs of European theaters,’ ‘ugly and foreign paintings,’ 

or ‘the motifs of European religious buildings’ should be replaced with ones appropriate to 

‘the Turkish spirit and Turkish art.’833  

 

Figure 78: The dome of Süleymaniye Mosque. (Photograph: Author) 

 

 Nevertheless, the historiographical argument of inhitat did not prevail in the practical 

realm of architectural preservation. Eighteenth century monuments were less subject to the 

                                                
832 Refik Halid, “İsimlerin Hoşluğuna Aldanmak,” Tan, July 3, 1941.  
833 EEKEA, GN 92, “İstanbul Müzeleri Genel Direktörlüğüne,” 1 February 1937; EEKEA, GN 92, “İstanbul 
Müzeleri Umum Müdürlüğüne,” 19 January 1942; “Evkaf İdaresi Süleymaniyenin Kubbe Nakışlarını 
Değiştiriyor,” Tan, October 10, 1937. During the latest restoration of the mosque between 2007 and 2012, the 
controversy over the Baroque decoration of the dome revived. “Ayasofya’yı Bırak, Süleymaniye’ye Bak,” 
http://odatv.com/ayasofyayi-birak-suleymaniyeye-bak-1810101200.html (Accessed 10 August 2017); Metin 
Eriş, “Kökten Kopuş ve Süleymaniye’nin Kubbesi,” http://www.oncevatan.com.tr/kokten-kopus-ve-
suleymaniye8217nin-kubbesi-makale,26649.html (Accessed 10 August 2017); “Süleymaniye'nin Kubbesindeki 
Süsleme Tartışması,” http://www.haber7.com/kultur/haber/623403-suleymaniyenin-kubbesindeki-susleme-
tartismasi (Accessed 10 August 2017)  
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critical rhetoric that targeted the entrance of Rococo motifs to the decorative vocabulary of 

Ottoman architecture. For example, local newspapers called for the restoration of fountains 

featuring heavy Rococo decoration.834 (Figures 79 and 80) Nineteenth century monuments 

were more vulnerable to the accusations of degeneration, hybridity, and blind imitation. Even 

then, preservationists managed to put forward arguments to ensure their survival and 

restoration. One of these arguments was ‘periodic significance,’ or the potential of a 

monument to reflect the tastes and styles of a specific period regardless of whether it fit the 

nationalist master narrative of pure art.835 Another argument involved the use value of 

monuments, which could even apply to ones built as recently as within the past two 

decades.836 The potential of a monument to inspire prototypes to reproduce around the 

country could also justify its preservation.837 Even some of the most controversial 

monuments, those that glaringly symbolized the excesses and wastefulness of the old regime, 

could find advocates for their preservation. The most striking example was the colossal 

Çırağan Palace, which was inaugurated in 1871 along the Bosphorus less than a mile away 

from the even more colossal Dolmabahçe Palace, which had been inaugurated only fifteen 

years earlier. (Figures 81 and 82) Damaged by a major fire in 1910, the Çırağan Palace 

triggered thoughts over what to do with it in the mid-1940s, following decades of 

abandonment. For some people such as journalist Nizamettin Nazif, who argued that it had 

been built through ‘a traitorous wastefulness,’ the palace was an object of hatred conjuring up 
                                                
834 Salahaddin Güngör, “Bereketzade Çeşmesi,” Cumhuriyet, April 7, 1937; “Azapkapıdaki Tarihi Çeşme 
Restore Ediliyor,” Cumhuriyet, March 21, 1940. In 1924, Mehmed Ziya and Jos Pinkae published a tiny, 
bilingual (Turkish and French) booklet on Bereketzade Fountain in Galata aiming to draw attention to the beauty 
of this little known and badly maintained fountain. Mehmed Ziya and Jos Pinkae, La Fontaine de Bereket Zade 
(İstanbul: Agob Matyosyan Matbaası, 1924).  
835 For example, a CPOM report called the Takvimhane Fountain in Süleymaniye as “one of the fountains 
designed by Italians during the past century. It has periodic significance.” EEKEA, GN 58, “Süleymaniye 
Semtindeki Eski Eserlerin Tasnifine Müteallik 23 Nolu Karar ve Ona Bağlı Cetvel.” 16 June 1941.  
836 The CPOM called for the preservation of the Nazım Bey Fountain in Rami, built in 1925 in “the style of 
Turkish Renaissance,” on the grounds that it was “a new but beautiful and functional monument.” EEKEA, GN 
40, “Rami Nazım Bey Çeşmesi Anıt Fişi.”  
837 The reason why the CPOM demanded the preservation of Acı Çeşme in Rami, built in 1844-1845 was that it 
was functional and could also “constitute a model for village fountains.” EEKEA, GN 40, “Rami Acı Çeşme 
Anıt Fişi.”  
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the old regime.838 Others, however, argued otherwise. In 1945, architects Sedad Hakkı Eldem 

and Paul Bonatz prepared a report on the Çırağan Palace, which was also published in 

Cumhuriyet. The report highlighted the affinities of the palace with ‘Turkish’ architecture, 

downplaying its Neo-Islamist/Orientalist eclecticism and neo-classical spatial conception: 

“Even though it was built during the reign of Abdülaziz, the general features and the plan of 

this palace perfectly conform to the traditions of classical Turkish architecture [...]”839 

 

Figure 79: Bereketzade Fountain, 1732, before the restoration (EEKEA) 

 

Figure 80: Bereketzade Fountain, 1732, after the restoration. (After Ogan, 1950) 

                                                
838 Nizamettin Nazif, “Meşhur Çırağan Sarayı Ne Olacak?” Tan, January 26, 1939. 
839 “Çırağan, Milletlerarası Bir Saray-Otel Haline Konacak,” Cumhuriyet, December 15, 1945.  
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Figure 81: Çırağan Palace, undated. (SALT Research) 

 

 

Figure 82: Sultan Mehmed V (r. 1909-1918) leaving the Çırağan Palace after the opening of 
the parliament. Note the column capitals and window eaves seasoning an otherwise neo-
classical facade with eclecticism. Undated. (Taksim Atatürk Library) 
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 Another argument for the preservation of post-eighteenth century monuments 

involved honoring the memories of modernization and westernization in the Ottoman Empire. 

For example, during the debates over the demolition of the sixteenth century palace of grand 

vizier İbrahim Paşa, Ali Şevket Erhun, a former inspector at the Ministry of Justice, argued in 

a newspaper article that the building deserved preservation thanks to the progressive character 

of the paşa, whose interest in sculpture had earned him the hostility of religious fanatics.840 

İbrahim Hakkı Konyalı of Tan followed the same strategy to ensure the preservation and 

restoration of the primary school building sponsored by another grand vizier named İbrahim 

Paşa, of Nevşehir, who was in office between 1718 and 1730, the so-called Tulip Period when 

cultural and artistic experiments flourished at an unprecedented degree (Figure 83).841 The 

period suddenly ended with a reactionary uprising, and the beheading of İbrahim Paşa of 

Nevşehir. In his article, Konyalı played with the sensibilities of early republican modernism 

and its uneasiness about religious reactionaries: “A reactionism that reared up (şahlanan) 214 

years ago had cut this progressive Turkish genius into pieces. He was a peace-loving 

diplomat, strong poet, and a distinguished patron of arts and sciences. He established the first 

printing press.842 [...] But fanatics branded him with the label of dissipation.”843 In the debates 

over historical heritage, the discourse of modernism and progress came up even when its link 

with the monument was incidental. For example, one of CPOM’s reasons to preserve 

Kumkapı Saraç İshak Mosque was that “the tomb of Refik Efendi from Rusçuk, who was a 

friend of Alemdar Paşa, one of the first champions of progress and revolution [in the 

                                                
840 See below.  
841 See Can Erimtan, Ottomans Looking West? The Origins of Tulip Age and Its Development in Modern Turkey 
(New York: I. B. Tauris, 2008).   
842 Printing press had long existed in the Ottoman Empire. Its introduction went back to as early as the late 
fifteenth century. Until 1719, only non-Muslim Ottomans had the authorization to run printing presses. What 
Konyalı referred was the first printing press that published books in Turkish (non-religious ones), founded in 
1719 by Hungarian-born İbrahim Müteferrika. See Orlin Sabev, İbrahim Müteferrika ya da İlk Osmanlı Matbaa 
Serüveni. Yeniden Değerlendirme (İstanbul: Yeditepe, 2006). 
843 İbrahim Hakkı Konyalı, “İbrahim Paşa Mektebinin Bugünkü Acıklı Vaziyeti,” Tan, May 28, 1938. 
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nineteenth century]” was in its precinct.844 In another example, Vatan newspaper called for 

the preservation of a school building in Beyazıt on the grounds that Namık Kemal, a 

nineteenth century progressive intellectual also known as the Poet of Liberty, had attended to 

this school.845 An incident that took place in a building could also serve as the rationale for its 

preservation. For example, the CPOM advised the preservation of Yeşilköy Palas Hotel on the 

grounds that the decision to overthrow Abdülhamid II, the sultan who had suspended the first 

Ottoman constitution for thirty years and built an authoritarian regime, was taken in this 

building in 1909.846 

 

Figure 83: Damat İbrahim Paşa (of Nevşehir) Mektebi, Sirkeci, 1725-1726 (Demolished after 
1943). Note the wild plants on the facade, and trees sprouting on upper left of the building. 
(EEKEA) 
                                                
844 EEKEA, GN 121, “ Kumkapı Saraç İshak Camii Hakkında Encümen Kararı,” July 6, 1937.  
845 “Beyazıttaki Mektep Binası Tehlikede,” Vatan, August 23, 1940.  
846 EEKEA, GN 68, “Milli Eğitim Bakanlığı Eski Eserler ve Müzeler Genel Müdürlüğüne,” 7 July 1947. The 
USSR made the same effort to perpetuate the memories of recent political struggles. The age value or 
architectural qualities of buildings were irrelevant in case they had witnessed critical events or accommodated 
the founding figures of the new regime. Marina Dobronovskaya wrote: “[...] all buildings where Lenin, or other 
political figures, had given public talks, were to be preserved, whatever their artistic value.” Marina 
Dobronovskaya, “The Material Culture of Stalinism: the City of Novgorod, Urban Reconstruction, and Historic 
Preservation in the Soviet Union After World War II (1943-1955)” (PhD Diss., University of Delaware, 2013), 
140.  
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 The early republic was a critical period for the entire historical patrimony of Istanbul, 

but it was particularly so for the Byzantine monuments and archaeological sites. Some early 

republican practices over Byzantine heritage have ongoing reverberations in the 2010s, such 

as the appropriation of Byzantine churches, which the Ottomans had converted into mosques, 

into secular museums.847 More importantly for our purposes, during the early republic, public 

debates often went controversial when Byzantine monuments were in question. Some 

commentators were enthusiastic about its valorization through archaological excavations and 

architectural restorations. They represented Byzantine archaeological sites and monuments as 

universal heritage of humanity that Turkey should preserve. As we will see below, they also 

played with nationalist sensibilities by arguing that Turks had contributed to the perpetuation 

of Byzantine heritage over the centuries, and that preserving this heritage would demonstrate 

the formidable Turkish efforts to conquer an empire that had created this sophisticated 

civilization. However, other commentators were skeptical, and, at times, openly critical about 

the allocation of scarce resources to Byzantine archaeology and monuments. The burgeoning 

nationalist climate fuelled the uneasiness about the Byzantine monuments and memories of 

Istanbul. Several moments of controversies over Byzantine heritage pitted these two parties 

against one another, offering illuminating examples of the plural imaginations of national 

identity and historical patrimony.    

 In 1934, the rather radical decision to secularize Hagia Sophia, the sixth century 

cathedral that had been serving as a mosque since 1453, as a museum went largely 

unchallenged.848 But the restoration and reorganization of the building and its vicinity led to 

                                                
847 For the declaration of Hagia Sophia a museum in 1934, see Robert Nelson, Hagia Sophia, 1850-1950, Holy 
Wisdom Modern Monument (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2004), 175-181; Edhem Eldem, “Ayasofya: 
Kilise, Cami, Abide, Müze, Simge,” Toplumsal Tarih, 254 (Şubat 2015): 76-85. See Eldem also for the 
contemporary challenges to the status of the monument as a museum. For the Ottoman history of Hagia Sophia, 
see Gülru Necipoğlu, “The Life of an Imperial Monument: Hagia Sophia after Byzantium,” in Hagia Sophia 
from the Age of Justinian to the Present, eds. R. Mark, A. S. Çakmak (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
1992), 195-225.   
848 Edhem Eldem, “Ayasofya: Kilise, Cami, Abide, Müze, Simge,” Toplumsal Tarih, 254 (Şubat 2015): 76-85.  
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intense debates in the local press. In 1931, Thomas Whittemore, American scholar and the 

founder of the Byzantine Institute obtained the concession to restore the mosaics of Hagia 

Sophia.849 Whittemore maintained an impressive transnational network of connections in 

political, business, and artistic circles (including Henri Matisse who was a close friend of his), 

which he exploited effectively to secure authorization and funding for his charitable projects 

and restoration enterprises. (Figure 84) His Hagia Sophia project took many years, driving 

both support and suspicion in local circles. In 1932, a wave of criticism in local newspapers 

accused Whittemore of promoting a Christian agenda in restoring the mosaics of Hagia 

Sophia. The American scholar, who maintained good relations with the president Mustafa 

Kemal Paşa, found two prominent defenders in local press. One was Halil Edhem, the former 

director of the CPOM and Istanbul Museum of Archaeology, who served as an MP at the 

time. In an interview to Cumhuriyet newspaper, Halil Edhem adopted a universalist rhetoric, 

and argued that the mosaics of Hagia Sophia did not possess religious significance any longer, 

but they were invaluable artifacts of high scientific value. He said: “The ban on images in 

Islam was a later invention. There is not even a word on this in the Quran.”850 He 

substantiated his claim with various examples from across Islamic history, adding, notably, 

that the Ottomans had not covered the Hagia Sophia mosaics until centuries after their 

conquest of the city. Only during the past century, Halil Edhem argued, did the intolerance 

against images become established. Whittemore’s second defender was Yunus Nadi, who 

condemned the criticism against his restoration enterprise. The owner and chief columnist of 

Cumhuriyet emphasized the universal nature of the restoration, one that involved artworks 

                                                
849 Robert Nelson, Hagia Sophia, 1850-1950, Holy Wisdom Modern Monument, (Chicago: Chicago University 
Press, 2004), 175-181. For Whittemore’s Istanbul years before and during the early republic, see Charles King, 
Midnight at the Pera Palace: The Birth of Modern Istanbul (New York and London: Norton, 2014), 105-110, 
271-286. 
850 “Ayasofya Mozayıkları. Halil Edhem Beyin Mühim Beyanatı,” Cumhuriyet, November 14, 1932.  
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whose Christian origins were irrelevant in the modern age. “The Turkish intolerance that had 

concealed the mosaics is shameful,” Yunus Nadi wrote.851   

 

Figure 84: Henri Matisse, Portrait of Thomas Whittemore, 1937. Black ink on off-white 
wove paper. (Harvard Art Museums) 
 

 Ottoman heritage in and around Hagia Sophia was also subject to opposing 

assessments and proposals.852 Architect Kemal Altan argued that, through restorations and 

additions (such as the sultan’s lodge and minbar inside the building and imperial mausolea in 

its courtyard), the Turks had made Hagia Sophia their own over the centuries.853 In addition to 

claiming the Turkish ownership of Hagia Sophia, Altan also endeavored to prove “the 

                                                
851 Yunus Nadi, “Ayasofyanın Mozayıkları: İlme Hürmet Lazımdır,” Cumhuriyet, November 14, 1932.  
852 For a description of the messy state of Hagia Sophia’s courtyard by the early 1930s, see Ahmet Nevzat, 
“Şehrimizde Yapılması ve Islahı Lazım Gelen Bazı Ufak İşler,” İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası 65 (January 
1930): 171-174. 
853 Kemal Altan, “Ayasofya Etrafında Türk Sanat Ekleri,” Arkitekt 9 (1935): 266-267.  
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superiority of Turkish art over Byzantine art” through comparisons of architectural and 

decorative elements such as column capitals and arches. In Cumhuriyet, Yunus Nadi offered a 

completely different understanding of the Ottoman buildings around Hagia Sophia. He argued 

that the whitewashing of the mosaics was not the only Ottoman transgression: “We have also 

done much harm through additions in its vicinity such as medreses and mausolea that are not 

harmonious with this colossal building. [...] While the American scientist cleans up the 

mosaics inside, we should eliminate the rubbish around [Hagia Sophia], and turn this great 

work of civilization that give honor to humanity and our country into a state that will also 

give honor to Turkishness.”854 In 1935, in reference to the declaration of Hagia Sophia a 

museum a year before, Yunus Nadi boasted that Turkish secularism was “more advanced than 

even the most modern countries of Europe.” He argued that the republican secularism was not 

an aberration in Turkish history: “In fact, religion has never played a major role in the 

European history of the Turks. This new empire [the Ottoman] only meant the perpetuation of 

the Eastern Roman Empire in a rejuvenated and stronger form.”855 

 It is noteworthy that the debates over Byzantine monuments demonstrated complex 

and often contradictory approaches to Istanbul’s heritage. For example, while Yunus Nadi 

was a great admirer of Sinan penning many articles in defense of his legacy, the mausolea in 

the courtyard of Hagia Sophia that he wished to demolish were, in fact, designed by either 

Sinan or his pupils between 1577 and 1608.856 (Figure 85) In early republican public sphere, 

similar paradoxes and rather astonishing commentaries were not rare. Yunus Nadi’s position, 
                                                
854 Yunus Nadi, “Ayasofyanın Mozayıkları: İlme Hürmet Lazımdır,” Cumhuriyet, November 14, 1932; Yunus 
Nadi, “Ayasofyanın Yıkılma Tehlikesi,” Cumhuriyet, September 3, 1933.  
855 Yunus Nadi, “Bir Değişme Belgesi: Ayasofya Müzesi!” Cumhuriyet, April 5, 1934. Unlike Halil Edhem and 
Yunus Nadi’s arguments, Christian agenda was not totally irrelevant in Whittemore’s projects in Turkey, 
considering particularly his American funders (and his arguments to convince them to fund his enterprise) 
Robert Nelson, Hagia Sophia, 1850-1950, Holy Wisdom Modern Monument (Chicago: Chicago University 
Press, 2004), 155-186 (Chapter 7: "Unveiling the Mosaics: Thomas Whittemore and his American Patrons."); 
Lee Sorensen, “Thomas Whittemore,” Dictionary of Art Historians (website), 
https://dictionaryofarthistorians.org/whittemoret.htm (Accessed 10 August 2017) 
856 The Mausoleum of Selim II, designed by Sinan and completed in 1577; the Mausoleum of Murad III, 
designed by Davud Ağa and completed in 1599; and the Mausoleum of Mehmed III, designed by Dalgıç Ahmed 
Ağa and completed in 1608. 
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which privileged the Byzantine over the Ottoman, was actually much less frequent than vice 

versa. A newspaper article published by İbrahim Hakkı Konyalı in 1939 offers a striking 

example. In this article, which was about the military museum located in the sixth century 

church of Hagia Irene, Konyalı expressed deep concern about the safety of the museum’s 

collection due to the over-humidity of the building. (Figure 86) Criticizing the authorities for 

their inaction in transferring the collection to another building, Konyalı wrote he would be 

glad had the dome of the Hagia Irene (which, he said incorrectly, was the only Byzantine 

building in Istanbul that remained unconverted) collapsed for this would have saved the 

artifacts from falling victim to humidity.857 He elaborated on the notion of natural decay, 

arguing that nothing in the universe could last forever, that there was a limit for every 

building to remain intact, that the 1400 years old Hagia Irene had long eclipsed this natural 

limit, and that: “Just as how Justinian died, his building will collapse one day.”858 None of 

these arguments ever informed his emotive newspaper articles in defense of Ottoman 

monuments.  

                                                
857 İbrahim Hakkı Konyalı, “Askeri Müze Yıkılıyor mu?” Tan, April 6, 1939. In fact, Hagia Irene was not the 
only Byzantine church in Istanbul that remained unconverted to a mosque under the Ottomans. The late 
thirteenth century church of Saint Mary of the Mongols in Fener never served as a mosque either. Moreover, 
contrary to Hagia Irene whose ecclesiastical status came to an end with the Ottoman conquest, Saint Mary of the 
Mongols has continued to function as a church without an interruption until the present.  
858 Ibid. 
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Figure 85: Hagia Sophia and its vicinity. The domical structures in the courtyard are the 
Ottoman mausolea in question. On the left of the frame is Hagia Irene with its dome resting 
on a high drum. (Vakıflar Genel Müdürlüğü, Ankara) 
 

 

Figure 86: Hagia Irene, 548. Photograph undated. (Robert L. Van Nice, Robert L. Van Nice 
Collection, Dumbarton Oaks, Trustees for Harvard University, Washington, D.C.) 
 



 
 

342 

 Konyalı’s remarks about Hagia Irene reflected a deep-seated anxiety about the 

Byzantine legacy in Istanbul. There was a notable parallel between the approaches to the 

Byzantine monuments and to the neo-classical public buildings of the nineteenth century for 

objections to both were based on their allegedly “alien nature” marring the “purely national” 

architectural landscape. For example, as we will see below in more detail, the fire that 

destroyed the nineteenth century Palace of Justice in 1933 actually fulfilled a widely shared 

desire to get rid of this imposing neo-classical building right next to Hagia Sophia.859 Also, in 

successive newspaper articles, Sedat Çetintaş called for the demolition of another imposing 

neo-classical building from the nineteenth century, the Archaeology Museum, which, he 

wrote, represented Greek architecture, and dwarfed one of the oldest and finest Turkish 

monuments in Istanbul, the Tiled Kiosk of the fifteenth century.860 (Figure 87 and 88) In 

these cases, age value and style combined to make the argument for the privileging of the 

“pure national patrimony” over the buildings that were merely an “imitation of alien styles.”  

                                                
859 See below.  
860 “It would be a brave act to demolish the degenerate (soysuz) Museum of Archaeology.” Sedad Çetintaş, 
“Fatihin Heykellerini Dikmeden Evvel,” Cumhuriyet, July 17, 1942; “The Museum of Archaeology was built in 
the Greek architectural style (Yunan mimari tarzında), and it therefore represents a foreign country [...]” Sedad 
Çetintaş, “Çinili Köşk ve Arkeoloji Müzesi,” Cumhuriyet, April 14, 1943; “It [the Archeaology Museum] was 
not built in a style greeting Turkish architecture and respecting Turkish civilization such as the Post Office 
Building or the vakıf hans [...] but, as if a surprise across the Çinili Kiosk, it is an imitiation of Greek style. 
When pondering about the reasons behind this surprise, one even remembers that [the first director of the 
museum] Osman Hamdi’s father was a converted Greek.” Sedad Çetintaş, “Topkapı Sarayını Tehdid Eden 
Binayı Yıkmalıyız,” Cumhuriyet, April 24, 1948.  
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Figure 87: Tiled Kiosk, 1472 (left) and a section of the Archaeology Museum, right (1891-
1907). (Photograph: Author) 
 

 

Figure 88: Archaeological Museum and Tiled Kiosk. 1937. (Harita Genel Komutanlığı)861  

                                                
861 I thank Nilay Özlü for sharing the aerial photograph from Harita Genel Komutanlığı with me.   
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The anxiety about the Byzantine heritage in Istanbul also manifested itself during the 

debates over Byzantine archaeology in early republican Istanbul.862 In the 1920s and 1930s, 

several foreign teams undertook excavations in the city: British Academy in the Hippodrome, 

James Houston Baxter of St. Andrews University, Edinburgh, in the Great Palace near 

Sultanahmet; German archaeologist Alfons Maria Schneider in the courtyard of Hagia Sophia 

and the Palace of Antiochus also near Sultanahmet; and Swiss archaeologist Paul Schazmann 

in Edirnekapı.863 The local press as widely covered these excavations as it did Whitteman’s 

restorations in Hagia Sophia.864 (Figures 89 to 94) While some influential columnists such as 

Ahmet Emin Yalman supported the excavations, critical commentaries on the intensity of 

research into the Byzantine past of Istanbul often made their way into local press.865 An 

anonymous contributor to Tan newspaper, who wrote under the pseudonym of Ressam 

(painter), found it upsetting that while Turkish heritage was undergoing much damage, 

Byzantine memories were revived in the Sultanahmet area.866 In another article, Ressam 

protested that the local authorities were oblivious to Turkish cemeteries and Bosphorus 

kiosks, “while the heart of the country is being dug to find Byzantine pieces, and even the 

simplest artifacts are being venerated.”867 Ressam was not the only critic of the state of 

Turkish patrimony in relation to the advances in Byzantine archaeology. A commentary 

published in Vakit newspaper, titled “The Terrible Fate of Turkish Monuments in Istanbul,” 

                                                
862 For the interest in Greco-Roman and Byzantine archaeology in early republican Turkey, see Murat Ergin, 
“Archaeology and the Perception of Greek, Roman, and Byzantine Past in Early Republican Turkey,” in 
Perceptions of the Past in the Turkish Republic, eds. Scott Redford and Nina Ergin (Leuven: Peeters, 2010), 13-
33. 
863 For a short survey of Byzantine archaeology in republican Istanbul, see Ayşe Dilsiz, “The Byzantine 
Heritage of İstanbul: Resource or Burden?” (M.A. Thesis, Koç University, 2006), 45-52.  
864 For a selection of local newspapers’ coverage of these excavations during the early republic, see “Prof. 
Baxter, Sultanahmet Hafriyatı İçin Bazı Arsaları İstimlak Edecek.” Tan, August 2, 1938; “ İstanbul Yeraltı 
Araştırmaları,” Cumhuriyet, July 1, 1935; Dr. A.M. Schneider, “Atmeydanında Ortaya Çıkarılan Ste Euphemia 
Kilisesi,” Cumhuriyet, November 13, 1942.  
865 Ahmet Emin Yalman, “Romanın Forumundan Yirmi Otuz Kere Daha Kıymetli Bir Hazine,” Tan, June 24, 
1938. 
866 Ressam, “Müze Müdürlüğüne Açık Mektup. Ölüler Hürmet İster,” Tan, July 6, 1938.  
867 “Memleketin göbeğinde bizanstan parça bulmak için mamur topraklar deşilir, ele geçen sırça parçasına 
tapılırken [...]” Ressam, “Rumelihisarı Şehitliği Hakkında Son Bir Dilek,” Tan, July 28, 1938.  
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brought up the oft-cited argument of the lack of resources for the restoration of Turkish 

patrimony in Istanbul. If this were the case, the coverage continued, that money and labor 

were devoted to unearthing the traces of the Hittites and Byzantines was “incomprehensible 

for a Turk that must love his/her own civilization before all else.”868 Although it was true that 

the Turkish state invested heavily in Hittite archaeology,869 most of the enterprises in 

Byzantine archaeology and restoration were, in fact, foreign-funded. A Turkish team’s 

excavation at a Byzantine burial chapel, on which historian Arif Mufid Bey published an 

article at Art Bulletin in 1933, was only a rare example.870 The restoration of the mosaics in 

the former Byzantine church of Kilise Mosque through the private enterprise of Turkish 

aesthete Hidayet Fuad was exceptional altogether.871 Turkish funding for the restoration of 

Byzantine monuments went overwhelmingly to those that served as mosques in the early 

republic.872 Nevertheless, the interest in Byzantine patrimony provoked a perpetual anxiety 

about the marginalization of the Turkish character of the city. Two cartoons from the satirical 

journal Akbaba, which made virtually the same point, perfectly captured this sense of anxiety. 

One of them features two men talking to each other with the view of excavations in the 

Sultanahmet Square in the background. One of the men says: “The Hippodrome is being 

unearthed.” The other responds: “But Sultanahmet Square is being lost!”873 (Figure 90) The 

second cartoon also features two men, one announcing the excavations in search of Byzantine 

                                                
868 “İstanbul’da Türk Abidelerinin Feci Akibeti,” Vakit (Clipping found at EEKEA, GN 6, undated). 
869 For the early republican interest in ancient Anatolian civilizations, and the search for connections between 
the Central Asian Turks and the pre-classical people of Anatolia, see Can Erimtan, “Hittites, Ottomans and 
Turks: Ağaoğlu Ahmet Bey and the Kemalist Construction of Turkish Nationhood in Anatolia,” Anatolian 
Studies 58, (2008): 141-171; Klaus Kreiser, “The Turkish Discovery of Anatolia,” in Archaeology, Anthropology 
and Heritage in the Balkans and Anatolia. The Life and Times of F. W. Hasluck, 1878-1920, ed. David 
Shankland, Volume III (Istanbul: The Isis Press, 2013), 29-43; Mehmet Özdoğan, “Ideology and Archaeology in 
Turkey,” in Lynn Meskell ed., Archaeology Under Fire: Nationalism, Politics, and Heritage in the Eastern 
Mediterranean and the Middle East (London: Routledge, 1998), 111-123. 
870 Arif Mufid Bey,  “The Excavation of Balaban Agha Mesdjidi in Istanbul,” Art Bulletin 15 (1933): 210-229.   
871 “Çok Nefis Bir Sanat Hazinesi Daha Bulundu. Kilise Camiinde Güzel Mozayikler Meydana Çıktı,” Tan, July 
18, 1937.  
872 Türkiye Tarihi Anıtları (Ankara: Milli Eğitim Basımevi, 1946), 29-30.  
873 Akbaba, March 22, 1934. 
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monuments, the other expressing the fear that they could lead to the disappearance of 

[Turkish] Istanbul.874  

 

Figure 89: Cumhuriyet report about Baxter’s excavations featuring a photograph of a mosaic 
his team unearthed. (Cumhuriyet, September 8, 1936)  
 

 

Figure 90: Akbaba, March 22, 1934. 

                                                
874 Akbaba, July 23, 1935. Reporting about the Byzantine patrimony of Istanbul less than ten days later, Tan 
newspaper argued, as if to appease the anxieties, that the Byzantine Istanbul was destined to be overshadowed by 
Turkish Istanbul no matter how many excavations were conducted. “İstanbul Müze Şehir,” Tan, August 1, 1935.  
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Figure 91: Sultanahmet Square. Circa 1927-1928. Note the excavation at the Byzantine 
Hippodrome, between the Porphyrogenitus Column and the Obelisk of Thutmose III. From 
the David Talbot-Rice Archive, Barber Institute of Fine Arts (Birmingham), digitised by the 
Birmingham East Mediterranean Archive (https://birminghameastmedarchive.com/) 

 

 
Figure 92: The early phase of the British Academy’s excavation at Sultanahmet Square with 
Hagia Sophia in the background, circa 1927. From the David Talbot-Rice Archive, Barber 
Institute of Fine Arts (Birmingham), digitised by the Birmingham East Mediterranean 
Archive (https://birminghameastmedarchive.com/) 
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Figure 93: British Academy excavations with the Sultan Ahmet Mosque in the background. 
Circa 1927. From the David Talbot-Rice Archive, Barber Institute of Fine Arts 
(Birmingham), digitised by the Birmingham East Mediterranean Archive 
(https://birminghameastmedarchive.com/) 
 

 

Figure 94: British Academy excavations, circa 1927. From the David Talbot-Rice Archive, 
Barber Institute of Fine Arts (Birmingham), digitised by the Birmingham East Mediterranean 
Archive (https://birminghameastmedarchive.com/) 
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 Public figures and institutions proposed arguments to sooth the anxieties over the 

interest in Byzantine patrimony. For example, the Ministry of Culture’s Commission to 

Protect Monuments argued the Byzantine heritage could only bring glory to the Turks: 

“Byzantine castles, churches, aqueducts, cisterns, honorific columns etc. all demonstrate, at 

once, the refinement of the civilization that had built them, and the toughness of the wars 

Turks had to fight in order to replace that civilization.”875 İsmail Hakkı argued that the non-

Turkish (Türk olmayan) heritage should be preserved, because, first, he said, Turks had 

always done so in the past, and, second, this heritage would be helpful to understand how 

Turkish art had digested and appropriated alien civilizations.876 In defense of the Byzantine 

city walls that the municipal authorities proposed to demolish in 1924, Halil Edhem argued 

that the comprehensive repairs of the past centuries had made the walls a truly Turkish 

monument.877 Likewise, when the CPOM objected to the sale of the dilapidated Mesih Paşa 

Mosque, originally the tenth century Byzantine church of Myrelaion, it emphasized the 

patrimonial value of the minaret, and the memory of the early sixteenth century grand vizier 

Mesih Paşa that had converted the church into a mosque as much as it did the Byzantine 

character of the building.878 The CPOM made a similar intervention when a surviving section 

of the Byzantine city walls in Eminönü was in jeopardy in 1940, and argued that the section in 

question witnessed one of the toughest battles during the Ottoman conquest of Constantinople 

in 1453, which cost the lives of several Turkish soldiers.879  

 Those who cherished a universalist approach to the preservation of the city’s historical 

patrimony often struggled against those contemptuous of non-Muslim heritage. On the one 

                                                
875 Kültür Bakanlığı, Antikiteler ve Müzeler Dayresi Anıtları Koruma Komisyonu, Anıtları Koruma 
Komisyonunun 1933-1935 Yıllarındaki Çalışmaları (İstanbul: Devlet Basımevi, 1935), 17.    
876 İsmail Hakkı, Sanat: Estetik, yaratma, Türk sanatı, dil, edebiyat, temsil, musiki, resim, mimarlık, tezyinî 
sanat, şehircilik üzerine görüşmeler (İstanbul: Semih Lûtfi Sühulet Kütüphanesi, 1934), 190-192. [Reproduction 
of his article titled “Türkiye ve Asarı Atikası,” undated.]    
877 Halil Edhem, “İstanbulun Surları Meselesi,” İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası 5 (January 1925): 105-107.   
878 EEKEA, GN 115, “Rapor,” 24 June 1935. 
879 EEKEA, GN 61, “Efdalettin Tekiner’in Raporu,” 25 May 1940. 
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hand, a genuine interest in documenting, collecting, and exhibiting the legacies of ancient 

Anatolian civilizations made considerable progress; and major projects of architectural 

restoration and archaeological excavation contributed to the maintenance of Byzantine 

heritage. On the other hand, non-Muslim architectural legacy of Ottoman Istanbul was clearly 

not part of the national patrimony. With few exceptions, I have not been able to locate any 

document at the CPOM archives hinting at an interest in the monuments and memories of 

non-Muslim Ottomans.880 Urban interventions also suggested the inferior status of non-

Muslim monuments. A chief purpose of opening up the Eminönü and Üsküdar squares was to 

enhance the monumentality of the seventeenth century mosque of Yeni Valide and the 

sixteenth century mosque of Mihrimah, respectively. However, when the German planner 

Hermann Jansen proposed a plan for the enlargement of the Taksim Square in 1929, the 

municipality rejected his proposal on the grounds that it would make the nineteenth century 

Greek church of Hagia Triada the dominant element of the square.881 

 In early republican Istanbul, the late Ottoman and “non-Turkish” monuments were not 

the only contentious forms of heritage. There were also sites and building types that, although 

they were “Turkish,” provoked heated debates over whether they should be considered part of 

national heritage. The next section turns to three such sites and building types, namely 

cemeteries, residential architecture, and commercial architecture; and it examines the 

challenges to the monument-based understanding of heritage, and the attendant debates over 

history, identity, and modern city.  

 

 

                                                
880 One of the exceptional documents involves a letter to the Greek Patriarchate, asking for information about 
those churches that were historically and architecturally significant. EEKEA, GN 28, “İstanbul Rum Ortodoks 
Patrikliği Ruhani Makamına,” 9 November 1940. The other shows that the CPOM recommended the 
preservation of a Greek Orthodox Church in Yeşilköy, which was built in 1845. EEKEA, GN 68, “Milli Eğitim 
Bakanlığı Eski Eserler ve Müzeler Genel Müdürlüğüne,” 7 July 1947. For the separate jurisdiction of non-
Muslims and their endowments, which had been settled in the Lausanne Treaty of 1923, see Chapter 2. 
881 “Taksim Meydanı: Jansenin Planı Emanetçe Kabul Edilmedi,” Cumhuriyet, October 15, 1929. 
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Patrimonies in Search of Recognition  

 In Peyami Safa’s celebrated novella, Fatih-Harbiye, Neriman, the protagonist torn 

between her conservative father’s expectations and her own aspirations to pursue a modern, 

western lifestyle, says: “Look at this, for God’s sake! Is a graveyard appropriate in the middle 

of a street? […] We live together with graves.”882 Indeed, graves were integral to urban life in 

early republican Istanbul. Mausolea, burial grounds in mosque courtyards, and larger 

cemeteries existed in almost every neighborhood. (Figure 95) A global challenge of urban 

modernization in historical cities, the elimination of cemeteries from the urban center was a 

particularly sensitive issue in Istanbul. The people of the city had for centuries been in 

dialogue with their dead through daily encounters with cemeteries, tombs, and mausolea, and 

through their prayers for both the departed souls and in anticipation of the fulfillment of their 

own worldly concerns. Their reactions to the elimination of cemeteries were mixed. Some 

were with Neriman, arguing that graves were out of place in modern cities. Others contested 

that the dead should be left in peace, and that graves and cemeteries should be preserved as a 

distinctive feature of Istanbul.  

 

Figure 95: The graves of Kaşıkçı Mustafa, an aide to Mehmed II, and a few other Ottomans 
blocking half of a street in Molla Gürani neighborhood. (Photograph: Author) 

                                                
882 Peyami Safa, Fatih-Harbiye (İstanbul: Ötüken Yayınları, 2000), 31 (First published in 1930). 
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 Architect Sedat Çetintaş, an outspoken defender of Ottoman monuments in Istanbul, 

did not consider cemeteries worthy of preservation. He argued that there had only been 

mausolea in the city until the eighteenth century when most people were interred extra muros; 

only thereafter did graveyards, especially in mosque precincts, burgeon. Çetintaş blamed 

graves for what he called the air of “sloth” (meskenet) engulfing Istanbul: “The modern 

institutions of the republic are incompatible with graves and cemeteries, not with domes and 

minarets. [...] the youth of our age does not know hymns but laughter; they want to watch 

cradles, not graves.”883 Many supported the transfer of cemeteries outside the urban area. 

Declaring in a 1939 interview that the municipality would transfer graves, mayor Lütfi Kırdar 

said: “We will save our people from smelling the afterlife.”884 In an article on the role of 

cemeteries in modern urbanism, architect Şehabettin wrote that the transfer of cemeteries to 

modern complexes would be an act of reverence to the dead. “[...] our people are so miserable 

that they are woeful in death as well,” he remarked in reference to the plight of cemeteries.885  

 In the early republic, while the Directorate of Endowments sold ruinous mosques in 

order to raise funds to repair those that could still be rehabilitated,886 the municipality, which 

suffered from an equally acute shortage of funds, also sought to sell the land of the totally 

abandoned cemeteries so as to ameliorate those that were in relatively better conditions.887 

Municipal projects jeopardizing cemeteries often triggered public outcry, and calls for respect 

to the memories of the deceased ancestors. In July 1938, Ressam, pseudonym of a frequent 

contributor to Tan newspaper, wrote a number of articles, lambasting the municipality for the 

destruction of several tombs at the Rumelihisarı Cemetery to open up a coastal street along 
                                                
883 Sedat Çetintaş, “İstanbulun İmarı ve Şehirdeki Mezarlıklar,” Cumhuriyet, January 6, 1938.  
884 “İstanbulda Bu Yıl Başarılacak Büyük İmar İşleri,” Tan, May 19, 1939.  
885 Mimar Şehabettin, “Şehir Mimarisinde Mezarlıklar,” İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası 79 (March 1931): 258-
264.  
886 “Tarihi Değeri Bulunmayan Camiler,” Tan, November 9, 1937. 
887 T.C. İstanbul Umumi Meclisi 1930-1931 Zabıtnamesi (İstanbul: Belediye Matbaası, 1931), 515; “Mezarlıklar 
İki Kısma Ayrıldı,” Cumhuriyet, December 8, 1935. “ Şehirdeki Eski Mezarlık Arsaları,” Cumhuriyet, May 16, 
1938. 



 
 

353 

the Bosphorus.888 In an article titled “The Dead Want Respect,” Ressam also criticized the 

director of the Museum of Archaeology for his statement that historically and aesthetically 

valuable tombstones had been stored in the museum; contending that the respect for the dead 

should be prior to any interest in the tombstones. “The [Rumeli] Hisar and Karacaahmet [in 

Üsküdar] cemeteries are more valuable than the Alexander Sarcophagus that you keep with 

utmost care,” Ressam remarked addressing the museum director, and referring to the most 

precious item in the collection of Istanbul Archaeology Museum.889 The argument of respect 

also appears in a CPOM document, which called for the preservation of a cemetery, where the 

martyrs of the conquest of Constantinople were buried, “in the name of, art, history, and 

public emotions (hissiyat-ı umumiye).”890 

 Another point of contention was about the elimination of the peculiar landscape of 

Istanbul defined by the cypress trees of cemeteries and graveyards. Once represented by 

European travelers as a symbol of the dying oriental civilizations, the cypress tree took on an 

opposite meaning in the early republic, an asset for the urban aesthetics of Istanbul.891 Ahmet 

Hamdi Tanpınar elaborated on the poetics of the cypress tree as a symbol of urban identity 

and a gripping metaphor of death.892 The interest in cypress trees turned out to be so 

widespread that two leading progressive and secularist journalists, Falih Rıfkı Atay and 

Ahmet Emin Yalman, both wrote articles to condemn those progressive bureaucrats that 

represented cypress as a symbol of backwardness.893 In a different article, Atay argued that 

major Turkish cemeteries should be preserved together with their peculiar landscape, and 

                                                
888 Ressam, “Hey Yıkıcı!” Tan, July 4, 1938; Ressam, “Rumelihisarı Şehitliği Hakkında Son Bir Dilek,” Tan, 
July 28, 1938.  
889 Ressam, “Müze Müdürlüğüne Açık Mektup. Ölüler Hürmet İster,” Tan, July 6, 1938.   
890 EEKEA, GN 67, “Karar,” 12 May 1942.  
891 For European travelers’ representation of cypress trees as a metaphor for the decline of the Ottoman 
civilization, see Ümit Fırat Açıkgöz, “À La Recherche De L’Espace Perdu: Architecture, Urban Fabric, and 
French Travelers to Antioch (1784–1914),” Architectural Histories 4/1: 6-7.  
892 Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar, Huzur (İstanbul: Dergah Yayınları, 2010), 18.  
893 “İstanbul. Yeni Şehri Yapmak, Eski Abideleri Korumak,” Tan, 20 August 1936; Ahmet Emin Yalman, 
“Eskiyi Koruma Programı,” Tan, May 30, 1938.  
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lambasted the proposal to turn Karacaahmet Cemetery into a Père Lachaise, a well-known 

cemetery in Paris.894 The CPOM also contended that cemeteries and cypresses should be 

preserved since they contributed to the beauty of the city.895 (Figures 96 to 99) 

 

Figure 96: A dead cypress tree in the courtyard of Kocamustafapaşa Sümbül Efendi Camii, 
originally the Byzantine church of St. Andrew in Krisei, thirteenth century. 1935. (Nicholas 
V. Artamonoff, Nicholas V. Artamonoff photographs of Istanbul and Turkey, 1935-1945, 
Dumbarton Oaks, Trustees for Harvard University, Washington, D.C.) 
 

 

Figure 97: Cypresses of the burial precinct within the courtyard of the Mosque of Hekimoğlu 
Ali Paşa, 1734-35. 1935 (Myron Bement Smith Collection, Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur 
M. Sackler Gallery Archives.  Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C., 
FSA_A.04_2.06.55.045)  
 

                                                
894 Falih Rıfkı Atay, “Şehri Güzelleştirmek,” Tan, August 6, 1936. 
895 EEKEA, GN 73, “Eski Eserleri Koruma Encümeni Reisliğine,” February 30, 1941.  
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Figure 98: Cypresses, Eyüp Cemetery overlooking the Golden Horn. 1935. (Myron Bement 
Smith Collection, Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives.  Smithsonian 
Institution, Washington, D.C., FSA_A.04_2.06.55.362)  
 

 

Figure 99: Topkapı Cemetery with cypresses. Photograph undated. (Myron Bement Smith 
Collection, Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives.  Smithsonian 
Institution, Washington, D.C., FSA_A.04_2.06.55.378)  
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 Finally, the interventions in cemeteries met the criticism of those that pointed to the 

destruction of evidence for the Turkish history and culture. İsmail Hakkı, professor of 

pedagogy and aesthetics, repeatedly emphasized the significance of cemeteries “from the 

points of science and culture.”896 Although he recognized the ineluctable need to eliminate 

some cemeteries for the modernization of Istanbul, İsmail Hakkı asked why municipal 

authorities got rid of tombstones as well. “When, in the future, we study the history of 

Turkish literature and art from a scientific perspective, will not we need the evidence these 

tombstones offer?”897 He argued that, in addition to serving as a source of inspiration for 

contemporary artists, tombstones also provided invaluable information on the architecture, 

decorative arts, calligraphy, sartorial characteristics, and literature of the period in which they 

were produced. An analysis of tombstones, İsmail Hakkı continued, would be very useful to 

correct numerous “bizarre and wrong” thoughts about the evolution of Turkish art both 

abroad and in Turkey.898  

                                                
896 İsmail Hakkı, “İstanbul Mezarlıkları,” in İsmail Hakkı, Sanat: Estetik, yaratma, Türk sanatı, dil, edebiyat, 
temsil, musiki, resim, mimarlık, tezyinî sanat, şehircilik üzerine görüşmeler (İstanbul: Semih Lûtfi Sühulet 
Kütüphanesi, 1934), 192-193 [First published in 1926]   
897 İsmail Hakkı, “Niçin Yıkıyorlar?” in İsmail Hakkı, Sanat: Estetik, yaratma, Türk sanatı, dil, edebiyat, temsil, 
musiki, resim, mimarlık, tezyinî sanat, şehircilik üzerine görüşmeler (İstanbul: Semih Lûtfi Sühulet Kütüphanesi, 
1934), 220-221 [First published in 1928]. For two examples of studies based on the size, shape, style, and 
inscriptions on the tombstones, which İsmail Hakkı anticipated, see Hans-Peter Laqueur, Hüve'l-Baki: 
İstanbul'da Osmanlı Mezarlıkları ve Mezar Taşları, transl. from German by Selahattin Dilidüzgün (İstanbul: 
Türkiye Ekonomik ve Toplumsal Tarih Vakfı, 1997); Edhem Eldem, Death in Istanbul. Death and its Rituals in 
Ottoman-Islamic Culture (Istanbul: Ottoman Bank Archive and Research Centre, 2005).  
898 İsmail Hakkı, “İstanbul Mezarlıkları.” 
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Figure 100: Jewish Cemetery in Hasköy. 1937. (Myron Bement Smith Collection, Freer 
Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives.  Smithsonian Institution, Washington, 
D.C., FSA_A.04_2.07.06. RA357) 
 
 Although less controversial than cemeteries, residential and commercial architecture 

were also subject to calls for preservation as national heritage. In early republican Istanbul, 

the diversity and richness of the monumental or public architecture stood in stark opposition 

to the scarcity of the vernacular buildings from past centuries. During the Ottoman history of 

Istanbul, sweeping fires had led to a vicious cycle of destruction and rebuilding of the wooden 

residential fabric. Few houses in early republican Istanbul dated prior to the nineteenth 

century. More unsettling for preservationists was that even the existing vernacular buildings 

were falling apart. In a newspaper article, painter Melek Celal wondered how her generation 

would respond to the later generations that would ask “whether the ancestors that built these 

magnificent mosques [et al.] lived in tents:” “Are we going to tell them to check the 

illustrated books Europeans published with great difficulties?” The title of Melek Celal’s 

article was “We Should Preserve Köprülü Yalı As Well!”899 Referring to the turn of the 

eighteenth century mansion along the Bosphorus, still the oldest wooden building in Istanbul, 

                                                
899 Melek Celal, “Sivil Mimarimiz: Köprülü Yalısını da Muhafaza Etmeliyiz,” Tan, January 3, 1941.  
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the title clearly reflected the essence of the struggle, namely the expansion of the term 

“historical heritage” so as to encompass vernacular architecture. The champion of this 

struggle was Sedad Hakkı Eldem, perhaps the most celebrated architect of post-Ottoman 

Turkey and a professor at the Fine Arts Academy. Turning his interest in vernacular 

architecture into a lifelong passion, Eldem offered a National Architecture Seminar at the 

academy and documented numerous houses in Istanbul and elsewhere in Turkey. Also, 

especially in the 1940s, the reinterpretation of vernacular heritage for modern public and 

private buildings informed his career as a practicing architect.900   

 The residential architecture had attracted intellectuals’ interest since the early 

twentieth century,901 but it recruited more adherents from the late 1930s onwards. The case of 

Köprülü Yalı led many columnists and intellectuals to pen articles in local press, elaborating 

on the significance of the vernacular for national identity.902 (Figures 101 to 103) Henri 

Prost, French planner of Istanbul, also praised the building as a characteristic example of 

Turkish residential architecture, and proposed its preservation as well as isolation through 

declaring its vicinity a zone non aedificandi.903 The calls for the preservation of the yalı 

prompted the local authorities to action. For example, Tan proudly announced that Melek 

Celal’s article led the municipality to announce it would acquire the building.904 It turned out 

that the building remained in private hands, and a non-governmental initiative (The 

                                                
900 Eldem wrote extensively about vernacular and residential architecture. Alişanzâde Sedad Hakkı, “İstanbul ve 
Şehircilik,” Mimar 1 (1931): 1-6; Sedad Hakkı Eldem, “Milli Mimari Meselesi,” Arkitekt 9-10 (1939): 220-223; 
Sedad Hakkı Eldem, Türk Evi: Osmanlı Dönemi = Turkish Houses: Ottoman Period (İstanbul: Türkiye Anıt, 
Çevre, Turizm Değerlerini Koruma Vakfı, 1984). There is also a profusion of studies on Eldem and his interest 
in vernacular architecture. For a selection, see Sibel Bozdoğan, et. al., Sedad Eldem: Architect in Turkey 
(London: Butterworth, 1990); Edhem Eldem, “Sedad Hakkı Eldem. Düşünceler, Hayaller, Tespitler.” Istanbul 28 
(1999), 28-47; Bülent Tanju and Uğur Tanyeli, Sedad Hakkı Eldem (İstanbul: Osmanlı Bankası Arşiv ve 
Araştırma Merkezi, 2008). 
901 Yavuz Sezer, “The Perception of Traditional Ottoman Domestic Architecture as a Category of Historic 
Heritage and a Source of Inspiration for Architectural Practice (1909-1931),” (M.A. Thesis, Boğaziçi 
Üniversitesi, 2005).  
902 Turhan Tan, “Bir Hatıra ve Bir Mimari Facia,” Tan, July 22, 1939; Nahid Sırrı Örik, “Yıkılan Bir Anıt,” 
Tanin, October 11, 1946.   
903 IFA/AA, Fonds Prost, 343 AA 6/4, “Les Transformations d’Istanbul, IV, Bosphore,” 16-21, 101, and 103.  
904 “Amcazade Tetkikatı,” Tan, March 22, 1941. 
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Association to Help the Preservation and Restoration of Turkey’s Monuments, founded in 

Ankara in 1946) restored the yalı in 1946.905 Another example that the local press widely 

covered involved the house of the legendary turn of the century poet Tevfik Fikret 

overlooking the Bosphorus on the slopes between the Rumelihisarı Cemetery and Robert 

College, the first American college outside the United States founded in 1863. When the 

college expressed its interest in acquiring the house of their former teacher, the municipality 

intervened, bought the house, and turned it into a museum of Tevfik Fikret and the literary 

movement he represented.906 In addition to these individual examples, many commentators 

regretted the decay of yalıs (mansions along the seaside) and konaks (ones inland) in 

general.907 (Figures 104 and 105) The early republican interest in the vernacular was largely 

confined to elite houses, while the unpretentious houses of the majority attracted little, if any, 

attention.    

 

Figure 101: Amcazade (Köprülü) Yalı, 1699. Only one section of the building (the 
divanhane) had survived by the early republic. Photograph undated. (Myron Bement Smith 
Collection, Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives.  Smithsonian 
Institution, Washington, D.C., FSA_A.04_2.06.55.021)     

                                                
905 Cahide Tamer, “Kanlıca'daki Amcazade Hüseyin Paşa Yalısı ve Yapılan Onarım,” Arkitekt 191-192 (1947): 
248-251 and 292.  
906 “Tevfik Fikret’in Aşiyanı,” Cumhuriyet, December 13 1937; “Belediye Aşiyanı Satın Alıyor,” Cumhuriyet, 
December 13, 1939; “Aşiyan Sadece Tevfik Fikret Müzesi Olacak,” Cumhuriyet, July 3, 1941; Aziz Nesin, 
“‘Âşiyân’a Gittim,” Tan, August 19, 1945.  
907 Hikmet Feridun Es, “İstanbulun Konakları Maziye Karışıyor,” Akşam, May 11, 1942; Refik Halid Karay, 
“İstanbulda Türk Yalısı, Türk Köşkü,” Tan, April 26, 1942.  
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Figure 102: Members of the 1947 commission for the restoration of Amcazade (Köprülü) 
Yalı. The woman on the left is architect Cahide Tamer, the third woman from left to right is 
Melek Celal (Sofu) who represented the Association of the Friends of Istanbul (İstanbul’u 
Sevenler Derneği), and to her left is Tahsin Öz, the director of Topkapı Palace Museum. 
(After Tamer, 2001)    
 

 

Figure 103: Amcazade (Köprülü) Yalı, interior hall overlooking the Bosphorus. Photograph 
undated. (Robert L. Van Nice, Robert L. Van Nice Collection, Dumbarton Oaks, Trustees for 
Harvard University, Washington, D.C.) 
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Figure 104: Two yalıs on the Bosphorus. Photograph undated. (Robert L. Van Nice, Robert 
L. Van Nice Collection, Dumbarton Oaks, Trustees for Harvard University, Washington, 
D.C.) 

 

Figure 105: Rumeli Hisarı, 1452. Robert College buildings are on top of the hill on the left. 
The Aşiyan Cemetery is along the coast on the left. Between the cemetery and the castle are a 
few yalıs of relatively small scale. Circa 1928. From the David Talbot-Rice Archive, Barber 
Institute of Fine Arts (Birmingham), digitised by the Birmingham East Mediterranean 
Archive (https://birminghameastmedarchive.com/) 
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The khan was another building type that the early republican preservationists 

struggled to register as patrimony. (Figures 106 to 108) Spaces to store and trade goods, 

khans also functioned as accommodations for travelers and, more importantly, for the sizeable 

population of single migrant men, the bekâr (bachelor), that had constituted the backbone of 

urban labor force throughout the Ottoman centuries. The CPOM sought to prevent 

unauthorized repairs at those khans that were under private ownership, and argued that the 

khans of Istanbul merited preservation as monuments to Turkish economic history.908 The 

residential function of khans, however, did not figure as a basis for preservation. Their 

migrant denizens, the bekâr, who were notorious for disrupting order in the city throughout 

centuries, have largely been left outside the social histories of Istanbul until recently.909 On 

the contrary, there was consensus over the need to put an end to khans’ residential function. 

Some argued that nobody should live in khans in the age of apartment buildings.910 Others 

were more radical. Kazım İsmail, a medical doctor, argued that all khans, without exception, 

should be demolished because they were the hotbed of contagious diseases.911 Hygiene and 

the other discourses of modern urbanism such as regularity, order, and the need for open 

spaces constituted the strongest challenges to the survival of historical patrimony during the 

early republic. The dilemma between modern urban spaces and historical monuments sparked 

the most fruitful debates in the local public sphere. The next part of this chapter turns to these 

debates.  

                                                
908 EEKEA, GN 26, “Milli Eğitim Bakanlığı Eski Eserler ve Müzeler Umum Müdürlüğü’ne,” 27 March 1946.  
909 Shirine Hamadeh, “Invisible City: Istanbul’s Migrants and the Politics of Space,” Eighteenth Century 
Studies, 50/2 (Winter, 2017): 173-193.    
910 “Valide Hanı Yıktırılacak,” Son Posta, February 6, 1938.  
911 “İstanbuldaki Hanlar, Sari Hastalıkların Yuvasıdır,” Son Posta, February 3, 1938.   
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Figure 106: Çuhacı Han, 1719-1720. (EEKEA) 

 

 

Figure 107: Büyük Yeni Han, courtyard, 1764. 1937. (Myron Bement Smith Collection, 
Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery Archives.  Smithsonian Institution, 
Washington, D.C., FSA_A.04_2.06.55.188) 
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Figure 108: Büyük Yeni Han, 1764. Photograph undated. (Robert L. Van Nice, Robert L. 
Van Nice Collection, Dumbarton Oaks, Trustees for Harvard University, Washington, D.C.) 

 
 

Part II: Urban Modernization vs. Historical Preservation 

“We will demolish!... We will demolish to build the new. We will demolish to build the 
beautiful. We will demolish to build the superior. But the pickaxe (kazma) should hit a rotten 
base or a decrepit roof. Not the dome of Sinan or the minaret of Kasım [seventeenth century 
architect].”  
Yusuf Ziya Ortaç, 1944.912 

 

 “Whenever I hear the word public works (imar), I tremble [with fear],” said Ressam, 

an anonymous contributor to Tan newspaper.913 A pugnacious defender of Istanbul’s 

                                                
912 Yusuf Ziya Ortaç, “Kalem ve Kazma,” Akbaba, April 13, 1944.  
913 Ressam, “Allah İçin En Küçük Kitabeye Dokunmayın,” Tan, January 12, 1938.  
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patrimony, Ressam condemned urban projects damaging historical heritage in his/her articles. 

For him/her, urban modernization meant the destruction of memories and histories of 

Istanbul. Most other preservationists were more moderate. They acknowledged that the 

elimination of some monuments were inevitable. However, relying on various arguments we 

have discussed above, preservationists struggled to keep as many monuments intact as 

possible. The local press widely covered their arguments, some of which led to the 

abandonment of urban projects. On the other hand, preservationists’ repeated interventions 

alienated many people that prioritized the modernization of Istanbul. The latter accused the 

preservationists of obstructing urban projects that would endow Istanbul with long desired 

boulevards, public squares, and other spaces of modern urbanism. Their criticism often took 

on a sarcastic tone, and recurred in various media such as newspapers, periodicals, and 

satirical magazines.    

 The first public controversies between the preservationists and their critics went back 

to the early 1910s, during Cemil Paşa’s first term in office as the mayor of Istanbul.914 Cevdet 

İlkray, the director of technical works at the municipality under the mayor Cemil Paşa, 

recollected in the early 1940s how, during his tenure, the Ministry of Endowments had 

opposed to almost every urban project on the pretext of protecting historical monuments. 

“Fortunately,” he said, “the endowments office [now a directorate] has become much more 

collaborative since then.”915 During the early republic, the target of criticism against 

preservationists was the CPOM. Some critics mentioned the committee by the name; others 

framed it as ‘preservationists’ in the general sense. More or less the same accusations of 

hindering modern urbanism in Istanbul recurred throughout the early republic. At the 

institutional level, the CPOM’s archenemy was, naturally, the municipality. Two mayors, 
                                                
914 Articles that addressed the dilemma between urban modernization and historical preservation appeared in 
local press during the decade preceding the republic. See, for example, Mimar Mazhar, “İstanbul’un İmarı ve 
Eski Eserleri Muhafaza,“ Dergâh, 1/4 (June 1921), 60-62.     
915 Cevdet İlkray, “Eski Eserler İstanbul’un İmarına Mani Değildir,” İstanbul Belediye Mecmuası 196 
(December 1941): 5.  



 
 

366 

Emin Erkul and Lütfi Kırdar, separately argued it was impossible to protect every single 

monument, and complained of the preservationist opposition to their projects, pointing, albeit 

implicitly, to the CPOM.916 In 1941, the Istanbul Municipality Journal launched a series titled 

“The Problem of Old Monuments in the Remaking of Istanbul.” Sabahattin Aygen of the 

journal interviewed bureaucrats and leading architects such as Sedat Çetintaş and Sedad 

Hakkı Eldem. All the interviewee shared the position that when the past and present colluded, 

the latter should have the priority. Put differently, they argued that the present exigencies of 

the city “should never be sacrificed to its past.”917 A senior municipality bureaucrat argued 

that the insistence on preserving every single monument incurred futile expenses and 

prevented the proper maintenance of those monuments that actually merited preservation.918 

Belligerent as usual, Çetintaş also argued that it was pointless to preserve all monuments, and 

accused the CPOM members of being incompetent to have a say over the historical heritage 

of Istanbul.919 In his obituary to Halil Edhem Eldem, former director of the CPOM, Halim 

Baki Kunter, a historian and a senior bureaucrat at the Directorate of Endowments, claimed 

the CPOM had maintained a conservative attitude and undermined the exigencies of the time. 

He wrote that the particular sensibilities of the CPOM members were well known: “For 

example, İzzet Kumbaracılar [assistant director of Topkapı Palace Museum] had an almost 

obsessive interest in tombstones, and would not tolerate the removal of any.”920 

 More troubling for the CPOM was the barrage of criticism in the local press. The 

repeated attacks against the preservationists in newspapers and satirical magazines turned the 

                                                
916 “İstanbulun İmarı Hakkında Emin Erkulun Fikri,” İstanbul Belediye Mecmuası 191 (July 1941), 294; 
Yenileşen İstanbul: 1939 Başından 1947 Sonuna Kadar İstanbul’da Neler Yapıldı? İstanbul: İstanbul Belediye 
Matbaası, 1947), 16. 
917 Sabahattin Aygen, “İstanbulun İmarında Eski Eserler Meselesi,” İstanbul Belediye Mecmuası 191 (August 
1941): 324-325 
918 Sabahattin Aygen, “Eski Eserler Meselesi,” İstanbul Belediye Mecmuası, 191 (July 1941): 290.  
919 Sabahattin Aygen, “İstanbulun İmarında Eski Eserler Meselesi,” İstanbul Belediye Mecmuası 189-190 (May-
June 1941): 278-280.  
920 Halim Baki Kunter, “Üstad Halil Edhem,” 110-111, in Halil Edhem Hatıra Kitabı=In Memoriam, Halil 
Edhem (Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu, 1947-48), 107-120.  
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CPOM into the scapegoat of belated urban modernization in Istanbul. In 1929, İkdam 

newspaper featured a coverage titled “Museum, not City,” and protested “the persons called 

the Committee of Old Monuments,” who prevented the municipality from opening a street or 

removing ruins in the middle of streets. Under these circumstances, İkdam argued, “There is 

no choice but to leave Istanbul as a museum city, and build a new city elsewhere.”921 A 

decade later, in 1939, Tan newspaper launched precisely the same attack against the CPOM. 

In reference to its latest resistance, which involved the demolition of the eighteenth century 

water reservoir to enlarge the Taksim Square, the newspaper called the CPOM “a force that 

stand against everyone who want to rebuild Istanbul.” According to the CPOM, Tan 

continued, every building, street, and stone of Istanbul was historical heritage, which made it 

impossible to modernize the city. The newspaper recommended the municipality to examine, 

for inspiration, how Rome managed to transform into a modern city, overcoming the same 

challenge of historical monuments.922  

 In these debates, satire proved to be more subversive than conventional criticism. The 

“excesses” of preservationists constituted a source of perpetual inspiration for humorists and 

cartoonists. The readers of local press would often encounter jokes about their resistance to 

urban projects. For example, in an article he wrote for the satirical journal Akbaba, Aka 

Gündüz, a journalist and literary figure, dwelled on the plight of Istanbul by inviting the 

reader to imagine how a guide would explain the broken streets and burnt areas of the city to 

an American tourist. After talking about the shameful physical characteristics of Istanbul, the 

imaginary guide says: “And these people [...] are members of an ancient brotherhood that 

vowed to preserve the old monuments of the city. Without their will, it is not possible to open 

a street [...] or acquire a modern [urban] form. Those who criticize them will be tongue-tied; 

                                                
921 “Şehir Değil Müze,” İkdam, January 22, 1929.  
922 “İstanbul İmarına Mani Olan Kuvvet,” Tan, July 6, 1939. 
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those who attack them will have their hands broken.”923 Another example would be journalist 

Hikmet Feridun Es. In a newspaper article titled “Is Every Masonry Building Valuable?,” Es 

referred to one of the chief arguments of the CPOM to preserve monuments: the memories of 

those that inhabited them. Protesting that the memories of previous generations led to the 

abandonment of modern urban projects, Es went sarcastic in his recap of the preservationists’ 

arguments to object to demolitions of monuments: “Here, the Janissary Ağa watered his 

horses. Here, a sultan had taken a shower!”924 Likewise, Burhan Felek of Tan newspaper 

brought up another CPOM argument to preserve a building: the architect. After criticizing the 

preservationists for retarding the completion of the Eminönü Square project, Felek said: “I am 

getting worried about the decrepit police station building in Galatasaray. Would it have been 

designed by Sinan’s brother-in-law (bacanak)?”925 It would be illuminating to note that, the 

mayor Lütfi Kırdar once complained about the months long delay of an urban project because 

it required the demolition of a wooden house that the preservationists had claimed to be where 

the tutor of the fifteenth century sultan Mehmed II, Akşemseddin, had lived.926  

 Cartoonists offered a crisper and more compelling criticism of the preservationists. 

The satirical journal Akbaba reinterpreted the same trope of the preservationist resistance to 

urban modernization in various cartoons. One of them by Cemal Nadir, a leading cartoonist of 

the early republic, represented preservationists with a hefty man sporting beard and speaking 

formal Ottoman Turkish, effectively associating him with the empire and its backwardness. 

(Figure 109) The cartoon featured the preservationist in a gesture of attempting to stop a man 

in modern garments that, with an urban plan in his pocket, was about to hit the wall of an 

ancient graveyard with his pickaxe. The preservationist said: “No! I can by no means permit 

                                                
923 Aka Gündüz, “İstanbulda Bir Gezinti,” Akbaba, March 20, 1939.  
924 Hikmet Feridun Es, “Her Taş Bina Kıymetli Midir?” İstanbul Belediye Mecmuası 191 (July 1941), 289.  
925 There is no English equivalent to the word bacanak, which means the man who is married to the sister of 
one’s wife. Burhan Felek, “Antika,” Tan, August 7, 1938.   
926 “İstanbul, Güzelleşen İstanbul,” İstanbul, Kültür Dergisi 1 (December 1943): 4-5. A wooden house that 
survived from the fifteenth century sounds very unlikely.  
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the damage and destruction of the monuments of the valuable ancestors!”927 Ramiz Gökçe, 

another leading cartoonist of the period, had also elaborated on the same theme of two men 

representing the municipality and the preservationists. The cartoon featured the two in front of 

a group of old structures, whose state stood for how the inhabitants of Istanbul saw their own 

cities: a distorted house, a minaret without a cap, a fountain with a broken roof, grotesquely 

shaped tombstones, and city walls in disrepair. The man who represented the preservationists 

said: “Don’t touch this holy mosque, don’t move those tombs of the ancestors, the walls are 

antiquities from the Byzantines, that fountain is one of our historical monuments, and this 

house is a reminder of our national art. Good luck municipality, remake Istanbul in a modern 

way without touching any of these!”928 (Figure 110)  

 

Figure 109: Akbaba, February 3, 1938. 

 

                                                
927 Akbaba, February 3, 1938. 
928 Akbaba, January 18, 1936. 
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Figure 110: Akbaba, January 10, 1936. The broken minaret in this cartoon was not a fanciful 
detail; it was ubiquitous in early republican Istanbul. See next figure and Figure 68. 
 

 

Figure 111: Zeyrek Mosque, originally the Monastery of the Pantocrator, twelfth century. 
1936 (Nicholas V. Artamonoff, Nicholas V. Artamonoff photographs of Istanbul and Turkey, 
1935-1945, Dumbarton Oaks, Trustees for Harvard University, Washington, D.C.) 
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 The CPOM published several responses to the accusations in the local press. It 

articulated the same preservationist arguments we have discussed above over and over again. 

In response to the Tan coverage suggesting Rome as a model, for instance, the CPOM argued 

that the case of the Italian capital, in fact, supported its own position, namely, urban 

modernization with preservation of historical monuments.929 The CPOM also argued that, 

given the virtual absence of sculpture in Turkish art until recently, its opposition to the 

demolition of public fountains, which drew much criticism for retarding urban projects, aimed 

to preserve historical memories that were represented in Europe by means of public statues.930 

Its members saw the CPOM as the arbiter of urban aesthetics, a responsibility, they argued, 

the municipality was incompetent to fulfill: “From the angle of aesthetics, the projects of the 

municipality cannot be left unchecked.”931 These and similar arguments of individual 

preservationists such as Ressam only fuelled public controversies further. However, not every 

project jeopardizing historical monuments divided the public opinion. On the contrary, some 

of them generated broad public opposition, leading to effective resistance against local and 

national authorities. The case of the sultan’s kiosk of Yeni Valide Mosque in Eminönü was a 

notable example.  

 

Saving the Kiosk 

 In January and February 1938, the most widely debated issue in Istanbul’s local 

newspapers involved whether a specific monument should be preserved. The monument in 

question was the sultan’s kiosk of the prestigious seventeenth century mosque of Yeni Valide 

in Eminönü.932 (Figures 112 to 115) Intent on implementing Henri Prost’s recently approved 

                                                
929 EEKEA, GN 1, “İstanbul Eski Eserleri Koruma Encümeni Riyasetine,” 10 July 1939.  
930 “Müzeler İdaresi Prostun Planına İtiraz Ediyor,” Son Posta, March 1, 1938.  
931 EEKEA, GN 57, “Karar,” 23 August 1946.  
932 For a study on the Yeni Valide Mosque Complex and its patron, Hadice Turhan Sultan, see Lucienne Thys-
Şenocak, Ottoman Women Builders: the architectural patronage of Hadice Turhan Sultan (Burlington and 
Aldershot: Ashgate, 2006).  



 
 

372 

master plan, the municipal authorities endeavored to demolish the kiosk so as to enlarge the 

Eminönü Square, a project which, as we will see in Chapter 6, had finally gained momentum 

following long years of stalemate due to expropriations, legal controversies, and budgetary 

issues.933 In addition to turning the disorderly and filthy Eminönü into a bona fide public 

square, extensive demolitions would also clear the vicinity of Yeni Valide Mosque from 

parasitical structures and enhance its monumentality. The sultan’s kiosk was not one of these 

parasitical structures, but its unconventional shape and location (standing atop one of the few 

surviving sections of the Byzantine city walls, adjacent to the southeast corner of the mosque, 

and with a long ramp originally meant to allow the sultan to ride his way up to the building on 

horseback) stood in opposition to the otherwise perfect symmetry and axiality of Yeni Valide 

Mosque. The kiosk would also be detrimental to the regularity of the square, as the argument 

for its demolition went, reducing the area of the open space and obstructing circulation. 

However, it turned out that the project to demolish the Sultan’s Kiosk led to one of the most 

resolute public resistances to urban projects in the modern history of Istanbul.  

 

Figure 112: Ali Saim Ülgen, Plan of the ramp, kiosk, and the sultan’s lodge inside the Yeni 
Mosque, 1661-1663. (Vakıflar Genel Müdürlüğü, Ankara) 
                                                
933 See Chapter 6.  
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Figure 113: Yeni Mosque, Sultan’s Kiosk, facade. (Vakıflar Genel Müdürlüğü, Ankara) 

 

Figure 114: Yeni Mosque, Sultan’s Kiosk, lateral facade. Note the surviving section of the 
Byzantine city walls on the left of the frame. (Photograph: Author) 
 



 
 

374 

 

Figure 115: The ramp leading to the kiosk. (Vakıflar Genel Müdürlüğü, Ankara) 

 

 Literally dozens of news reports, interviews, and columns dwelled on this 

controversial project during the first two months of 1938. Very few people were supportive of 

the project. One was, unsurprisingly, Cemil Topuzlu, an ardent proponent of urban 

modernization at all costs and the archenemy of preservationists, who had stood at the center 

of similar controversies during his term in office as the mayor of Istanbul in the 1910s. As we 

will see below, Topuzlu’s call for the demolition of the kiosk sparked a barrage of criticism 

against him and his legacy as the former mayor.934 Another supporter of the project was İsmet 

                                                
934 In an interview he gave more than two years after the controversy, Topuzlu expressed his regret that the 
kiosk was not removed. Sabih Alaçam, “İstanbulumuzun İmarı Hakkında Ne Diyorlar? Operatör General Cemil 
Diyor Ki:” İstanbul Belediye Mecmuası 185 (October 1940): 185-186.  
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Hulusi of Son Posta newspaper, who wrote: “Lets hit the picaxe and demolish the kiosk!”935 

Finally, İlyas Bayar, the owner of Kanaat Bookstore and Publishing House, supported the 

project, arguing that the kiosk tainted the beauty of the mosque.936  

 The opponents of the project were overwhelmingly more in number, diverse in their 

professions, and persuasive in their arguments. Even a partial list of them that appeared in 

four local newspapers (Cumhuriyet, Tan, Akşam, Son Posta) would be illustrative: Architects 

Sedat Çetintaş, Zeki Sayar, Kemal Altan, Şevki Balmumcu, Arif Hikmet Holtay; 

preservationist bureaucrats Halil Edhem, Aziz Ogan, Tahsin Öz; literary figures Turhan Tan, 

Refik Halid Karay;937 journalists Zekeriya Sertel, Vâlâ Nureddin, and Falih Rıfkı Atay; 

historian İbrahim Hakkı Konyalı; scholar of pedagogy and sociology İsmail Hakkı 

Baltacıoğlu; and Ressam, an anonymous contributor to Tan newspaper.938 These people ran 

an effective campaign against the project, raised the public awareness, and urged the local 

authorities to preserve the kiosk. Even those that had never affiliated themselves with the 

preservationist camp such as Sertel and Atay found the project outrageous. Of the usual pro-

preservationists, Sedat Çetintaş remarked the proposal to demolish the kiosk could well be 

                                                
935 İsmet Hulusi, “Yıkmalı mı?” Son Posta, February 6, 1938; İsmet Hulusi, “Kemer Meselesi,” Son Posta, 
February 23, 1938.  
936 “Anketimiz,” Cumhuriyet, March 13, 1939. For İlyas Bayar, see Rıfat Bali, “Trois Libraires Juifs d’Istanbul: 
La Kanaat Kitabevi d’Ilyas Bayar, La Librairie des Sœurs Cohen et La Librairie Isidore Karon,” Symposium 
paper presented at Le Livre dans l'Empire ottoman et la Turquie contemporaine, facteur de modernité, La 
Bibliothèque Nationale de France, 2 February 2010. Accessible at 
http://www.rifatbali.com/images/stories/dokumanlar/libraires_relu.pdf (Accessed 10 August 2017) 
937 Karay’s piece praising the kiosk appeared five years after the controversy. Refik Halid Karay, “Binbir Gece 
Masalı İçin Dekor mu?” Tan, January 27, 1943.  
938 “Yenicami Kemeri. Mimar Sedad Çetintaş Ne Diyor?” Akşam, January 22, 1938; “Eminönü Meydanı Nasıl 
Genişletilmeli,” Akşam, February 8, 1938; Kemal Altan, “Yenicami Mahfili,” Akşam, February 15, 1938; 
“Yenicami Kemeri Kaldırılmalı mı?” Tan, January 20, 1938; “Yenicami Kemerinin Yıktırılması Mes’elesi,” 
Cumhuriyet, January 21, 1938; EEKEA, GN 103, “Müzeler Genel Direktörlüğüne,” 3 March 1938; Turhan Tan, 
“Yenicami Mahfili,” Cumhuriyet January 21, 1938; Zekeriya Sertel, “Günün Meseleleri,” Tan, February 4, 1938; 
Vâ-Nû, “Yenicami Kemeri Hakkında,” February 10, 1938; Falih Rıfkı, “Bir Mesele,” Ulus, February 8, 1938; 
İbrahim Hakkı Konyalı, “Yenicami Kasrı Yıktırılamaz,” Tan, January 28, 1938; İbrahim Hakkı Konyalı, 
“Yenicami Kasrı Neden Yıktırılmamak Lazımdır?” Tan, February 4, 1938; İbrahim Hakkı Konyalı, “Bir Tarih 
Yadigarı ve Tarihi,” Tan, February 19, 1938; Ressam, “Yenicami Abidesinin Güzel Kasrını Yıkıp Atmıyalım!” 
Tan, February 16, 1938.  
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mistaken as a joke. “I would not have been less ridiculous had I proposed to demolish the 

mosque and keep the kiosk,” he said.939 

 One of the preservationist arguments was that, while numerous monuments of 

religious nature existed in Istanbul, there were only few examples of residential architecture 

such as the sultan’s kiosk.940 Another argument involved the high quality tiles adorning the 

inner walls of the kiosk.941 The preservationists also evoked the memories of the Ottoman 

conquest of Constantinople so as to delegitimize the demolition project. Architect Kemal 

Altan argued that the Byzantine city walls on which the kiosk stood had witnessed one of the 

fiercest clashes during the siege of Constantinople in 1453, and “Turks spilled much blood” 

on this spot.942 Moreover, in response to the argument that the kiosk would constitute an ugly 

sight, preservationists contended that, on the contrary, once cleared of the parasitical 

structures, it would embellish the square with its charming architecture.943  

 The major theme of the debates involved whether the kiosk was a later addition to the 

Yeni Valide Mosque. The pro-demolition camp was affirmative, claiming that the building 

did not possess historical value. Preservationists such as Halil Edhem dismissed the claim as 

unsubstantiated.944 The strongest rebuttal came from İbrahim Hakkı Konyalı. In a series of 

newspaper articles, Konyalı offered a history of the Yeni Valide Complex through primary 

sources such as the endowment deed, contemporary chroniclers such Selanikî Mustafa and 

Silâhdar Mehmed Ağa, and contemporary travelers, most notably Evliya Çelebi.945 Konyalı’s 

                                                
939 “Yenicami Kemeri. Mimar Sedad Çetintaş Ne Diyor?” Akşam, January 22, 1938. 
940 Ibid.; “Eminönü Meydanı Nasıl Genişletilmeli,” Akşam, February 8, 1938. 
941 “Eminönünde Yakında İstimlake Başlanacak,” Akşam, January 19, 1938; “Yenicami Kemerindeki Kıymetli 
Çiniler,” Akşam, January 24, 1936; “Eminönü Meydanının Açılmasına Başlanıyor,” Tan, January 19, 1938; 
“Yenicamide Kemer ve Mahfel,” Cumhuriyet, February 6, 1938. 
942 Kemal Altan, “Yenicami Mahfili,” Akşam, February 15, 1938. 
943 “Yenicami Kemerinin Yıktırılması Mes’elesi,” Cumhuriyet, January 21, 1938; “Yenicamide Kemer ve 
Mahfel,” Cumhuriyet, February 6, 1938. 
944 “Yenicami Kemerinin Yıktırılması Mes’elesi,” Cumhuriyet, January 21, 1938.  
945 İbrahim Hakkı Konyalı, “Yenicami Kasrı Yıktırılamaz,” Tan, January 28, 1938; İbrahim Hakkı Konyalı, 
“Yenicami Kasrı Neden Yıktırılmamak Lazımdır?” Tan, February 4, 1938; İbrahim Hakkı Konyalı, “Bir Tarih 
Yadigarı ve Tarihi,” Tan, February 19, 1938.  
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compelling account demonstrated that, although the kiosk was not part of the original plan in 

the first phase of construction at the turn of the seventeenth century, its construction was 

simultaneous with the mosque in the early 1660s.946 To substantiate his argument further, 

Konyalı published an engraving of the mosque featuring the kiosk, which, he claimed, dated 

to 1680.947 (Figure 116) 

 

Figure 116: Tan, 19 February 1938. The outer courtyard walls in the engraving had long 
disappeared before the early republic. Konyalı did not give the source of the engraving, which 
is from Guillaume-Joseph Grelot, Relation nouvelle d'un voyage de Constantinople (Paris: 
Chez la veuve de D. Foucault, 1681).  
 

                                                
946 This first phase between 1597 and 1603 ended with the fall from power of its woman patron, Safiye Sultan. 
See Lucienne Thys-Şenocak, Ottoman Women Builders: the architectural patronage of Hadice Turhan Sultan 
(Burlington and Aldershot: Ashgate, 2006), 187-195.  
947 Ibid.  
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 Konyalı also warned Cemil Topuzlu, a medical doctor by profession, against “turning 

his lancet into a pickaxe.” He reminded the reader of the former mayor’s damage to historical 

monuments, some of which, Konyalı wrote, had only been saved thanks to the opposition of 

the local press.948 Without naming Topuzlu, Ressam also accused him (“our professor paşa 

who belongs as much to history as the Yeni Valide Mosque”) of tactlessness (densizlik): “Our 

paşa who knows Europe better than he does his own country, a paşa who may have visited a 

cathedral a hundred times, and examined the most uninspiring sculptures for hours, but never 

visited the Süleymaniye [...]”949 Topuzlu, a usual scapegoat for preservationists, had fallen 

from power long ago, and he was so much of an easy target. However, when Ali Çetintakaya, 

the minister of public works, announced in a radio broadcast that he supported the demolition 

of the kiosk, it was not that easy to launch sarcastic attacks on him.950 Çetinkaya was not an 

ordinary politician. A hero of the Independence War and former president of Ankara 

Independence Tribunal, a special court with immense powers, Çetinkaya was one of the 

strongest men of the republican regime. Also, the minister of public works had been playing a 

critical role in the nationalization of concessionary companies in Istanbul, a source of endless 

complaints from the people of Istanbul for decades, and in securing funding for the urban 

modernization of the city.951  

                                                
948 Ibid.  
949 Ressam, “Yenicami Abidesinin Güzel Kasrını Yıkıp Atmıyalım!” Tan, February 16, 1938.  
950 “Eminönü Meydanı,” Cumhuriyet, February 1, 1938; EEKEA, GN 103, “Rapor,” February 4, 1938.  
951 See Chapter 2.  



 
 

379 

 

Figure 117: Mayor Muhitting Üstündağ settling the dilemma of whether to demolish the 
kiosk or not through daisy fortune. He has the urban plan in his pocket, and a pickaxe on his 
left arm. Akbaba, February 24, 1938.  
 

 Alarmed as they were by Çetinkaya’s intervention, preservationists did not step back. 

Their incessant pressure led to the establishment of a special commission by the Ministry of 

Culture due to the “publications in the press about whether the Yeni Mosque Kiosk should be 

demolished.”952 The members of the commission included the CPOM members, museum 

directors, the director of the Fine Arts Academy (Burhan Toprak), Celal Esad Arseven, Arif 

Hikmet Holtay (a professor of architecture at the Fine Arts Academy), and, most notably, 

Bruno Taut, the German socialist architect who had fled Nazi Germany in 1933, and, 

following three years in Japan, ended up in Turkey in 1936 where he designed several 

buildings and taught at the Fine Arts Academy.953 Referring to his own book, Die Stadtkrone 

                                                
952 EEKEA, GN 103, “Rapor,” 28 February 1938.  
953 For Taut’s exile years, see Sibel Bozdoğan, “Against Style: Bruno Taut’s Pedagogical Program in Turkey, 
1936-1938,” in The Education of the Architect, ed. Martha Pollak (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1997), 163-
192; Bernd Nicolai, Moderne und Exil: Deutschsprachige Architeckten in der Turkei, 1925-1955 (Berlin: Verlag 
fur Bauwesen, 1998); Esra Akcan, “Toward a Cosmopolitan Ethics in Architecture: Bruno Taut's Translations 
out of Germany,” New German Critique 99 (Fall 2006): 7-39; Burak Erdim, “From Germany, to Japan and 
Turkey: Modernity, Locality and Bruno Taut’s Transnational Details from 1933-38.” Lunch 2, Journal of the 
University of Virginia School of Architecture (2007): 103-115. 
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(The City Crown), during the commission meeting, Taut proposed that the buildings that 

surrounded the square should be regulated so as to be in harmony with the mosque and the 

kiosk. The Turkish architects at the meeting responded that this was a completely separate 

issue to be determined through a competition. The commission report stated that the local 

authorities had not informed the CPOM about the demolition project; that the kiosk was 

coeval with the mosque; that the building was a masterpiece in terms of both its exterior and 

interior; that there was no similar building in Istanbul with residential functions from the 

seventeenth century or before; that it was impossible to remove even a broken stone of a 

similar building in Europe; that the kiosk was an essential element of urban experience, which 

many chroniclers and travelers had mentioned before; and that the Byzantine city walls on 

which the kiosk stood was “where the Turkish blood flooded” during the siege of 

Constantinople in 1453.954   

 The commission report put an end to the controversy once and for all. The controversy 

over the project to demolish the sultan’s kiosk perfectly illustrated the conflict between urban 

modernization and historical preservation in early republican Istanbul. It demonstrated how, 

thanks to a remarkable campaign in local newspapers, local public figures (or an 

overwhelming majority of them) successfully defied the municipality, the minister of public 

works, and the prestigious foreign planner (Henri Prost), who kept silent throughout the 

controversy over his own proposal. (Figure 118) As we have seen so far in this chapter, the 

successful preservationist campaign for saving the Yeni Mosque Kiosk, which harnessed wide 

local support, constituted less of a norm than an exception. It was more often to see the public 

opinion split over how much of the historical patrimony should be sacrificed for the 

modernization of the city. The case of İbrahim Paşa Palace is a perfect example. In contrast to 

the controversy over the demolition of the Yeni Mosque Kiosk, which lasted about two 
                                                
954 EEKEA, GN 103, “Rapor,” February 28, 1938. A short report by architect Arif Hikmet Holtay is also 
noteworthy, not simply for its dismissal of the proposal, but for its articulation of the importance of the context 
that surrounded monuments: EEKEA, GN 103, “Mimar Arif Hikmet Holtay’ın Mütalaası,” 22 March 1938.   
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months and generated a broad local consensus, the controversy over the demolition of the 

İbrahim Paşa Palace, and the construction of a palace of justice in its place, lasted several 

years, and deeply divided the public opinion. The next section is an in-depth exploration of 

this controversy.   

 

 

Figure 118: Yeni Mosque with the Sultan’s Kiosk after the opening of the square. Circa 
1940-1947. (Robert L. Van Nice, Robert L. Van Nice Collection, Dumbarton Oaks, Trustees 
for Harvard University, Washington, D.C.) 
 
 
The Clash of Two Palaces 

 On December 3, 1933, when a fire destroyed the Palace of Justice, few people in 

Istanbul regretted loosing this monumental public building.955 Completed in 1863, the 

building had accommodated various institutions over the years, including the Ottoman 

                                                
955 For a detailed description of the fire and its damage, see Tarık Özavcı, İstanbul Yangınları 1923-1965 
(İstanbul: Türkiye Sigorta ve Reasürans Şirketleri Birliği Yayınları, 1965), 28-34. For the history of the building, 
see Afife Batur, “Darülfünun Binası,” in Dünden Bugüne İstanbul Ansiklopedisi, Vol. 2 (İstanbul: Kültür 
Bakanlığı ve Tarih Vakfı, 1994), 562. For a comprehensive account of the construction of the building during the 
Tanzimat Period, see Göksun Akyürek, Tanzimat Döneminde Mimarlık, Bilgi ve İktidar (İstanbul: Tarih Vakfı 
Yurt Yayınları, 2011), 65-109. 
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Parliament between 1877-1878 and 1908-1909. Many critics had long argued that the Palace 

of Justice could not have been more out of place, sitting, as it were, right next to Hagia 

Sophia, and compromising the monumentality of the celebrated mosque (soon to be a 

museum) with its colossal scale.956 Its neo-classical style did not help endear it to the public 

either, because, as we have seen above, it was deemed to be alien to the city by nationalist 

critics. (Figures 119 to 122) For the preservationists, the fire was simply godsend to get rid of 

it. No one in those final days of 1933 could have imagined that the destruction of the Palace 

of Justice would trigger the greatest and longest lasting of all controversies of historical 

heritage in early republican Istanbul.  

 The fire may have pleased the preservationists, but it also created the urgent need for a 

new palace of justice. As a provisional solution, the institution moved to an existing building 

in Sirkeci almost a mile north, which proved to be too small for its needs. The debate over a 

new palace of justice soon made its debut in local print media. In the leading city of a country 

with meager resources but grand aspirations, it was not surprising that the construction of a 

new palace of justice, a building type with major symbolic meaning, became a momentous 

project. Journalist Nizamettin Nazif wrote that the building should be so monumental and 

beautiful as to deserve its name, a palace where justice is dispensed.957 A lawyer named 

Haydar Özkent offered a different perspective: “In every country, the palace of justice is a big 

workshop (imalathane) that shows the wealth or misery and cleanliness or dirtiness of a 

people. It also shows how the state machine works. No propaganda, ostentatiousness, and 

advertisement can enter here. People look as they are. One watches how the machine actually 

works. Here, one hears the voice of justice.”958 The practical need for a palace of justice did 

                                                
956 Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, Altıncı Devre-i İntihabiye, İkinci İçtima. 1 Teşrini Evvel 1339-6 
Şubat 1340 (İstanbul: Şehremaneti Matbaası, 1341 [1925]), 220-221; Yunus Nadi, “Ayasofyanın Yıkılma 
Tehlikesi,” Cumhuriyet, September 3, 1933; Said Kesler; “Şehirden Röportajlar: Ayasofyanın İhtişamını 
Gizliyen Şeyleri de Ortadan Kaldırmalı,” Tan, October 8, 1942. 
957 Nizamettin Nazif, “Adliye Sarayı,” Tan, December 24, 1935.   
958 Haydar Özkent, “Hapisane Yıkılırken,” Cumhuriyet, June 24, 1939.  
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not allow much contemplation. A vacant land in the vicinity of the former governmental 

compound of Babıali was declared the site of the new palace of justice, and Asım 

Kömürcüoğlu, a leading architect, won the design competition in 1935.959  

Two years later, in April 1937, newspapers announced that the palace of justice would 

be built immediately west of the Sultanahmet Square, the former Hippodrome.960 The project 

was part of French architect Henri Prost’s urban transformation plan. Prost conceived 

Sultanahmet to be a “State Neighborhood” (Devlet Mahallesi), and the Sultanahmet Square 

(former Byzantine Hippodrome) to be the main ceremonial space of Istanbul. He proposed 

two monumental public buildings (the Palace of Justice and the Town Hall) overlooking the 

square, which would also be crowned by a colossal symbolic monument to the republic.961  

Prost’s project for the Palace of Justice would require the elimination of the infamous 

Sultanahmet Prison and a few other buildings that could not be identified. Following the 

announcement of the project, architect Sedat Çetintaş was commissioned to document these 

buildings before their demolition. The issue of locating the new palace of justice seemed 

settled once and for all. However, in June 1938, Çetintaş published an article in the 

Cumhuriyet newspaper publicizing the results of his investigation. The buildings he 

documented, Çetintaş declared, were all parts of the sixteenth century Palace of At Meydanı, 

better known as the İbrahim Paşa Palace, who was Süleyman I’s grand vizier between 1523 

and 1536.  

                                                
959 Asım Kömürcüoğlu, İstanbul Adalet Sarayı Arsa ve İnşaatının İç Yüzü, 1935-1947 (Ankara: Arbas Matbaası, 
undated). Kömürcüoğlu published this booklet to protest the undermining of his design and to call for the 
reconsideration of Babıali compound for the new palace of justice.   
960 “Sultanahmette 150 Metrelik Bir Abide Yaptırılıyor,” Tan, April 17, 1937.  
961 “Sultanahmed Meydanı Devlet Mahallesi Halini Alıyor,” Akşam, January 13, 1938; Also see, Pierre Pinon, 
“Atmeydanı ya da ‘Büyük Cumhuriyet Meydanı’ ve Adalet Sarayı - Atmeydanı (Hippodrome) or ‘The Great 
Republican Square’ and the Palace of Justice,” in Cana Bilsel and Pierre Pinon, İmparatorluk Başkentinden 
Cumhuriyet’in Modern Kentine: Henri Prost’un İstanbul Planlaması = From the Imperial Capital to the 
Republican Modern City: Henri Post's Planning of Istanbul, (1936- 1951) (İstanbul: İstanbul Araştırmaları 
Enstitüsü, 2010), 279-286. In this article, Pinon says the Tomruk Dairesi, which was the first proposed location 
for the new palace of justice, was near Hagia Sophia. Ibid., 282. However, as we have just seen, and will see 
below, the first location, for which Kömürcüoğlu proposed a design, was in the Babıali area. 
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This article sparked a controversy over the construction of the new Palace of Justice 

that lasted more than a decade, and delayed its inauguration until 1955, twenty-two years after 

the destruction of the former Palace of Justice. Throughout the controversy, local actors 

clashed with one another over the palace of justice project and the fate of the İbrahim Paşa 

Palace; but they all agreed that even though the palace of justice was a government building 

funded by Ankara, the people of Istanbul should have a say over a major project that 

concerned their own city.962 From the publication of Çetintaş’s article in 1938 to the early 

1950s, literally hundreds of news reports, columns, and cartoons were devoted to the 

controversy. Clearly confused by the pressure of different local groups, the national 

government issued one decree after another, each one declaring a new location for the new 

Palace of Justice and invalidating the previous one. What follows is a detailed analysis of the 

controversy over the palace of justice project, and the deep divisions it created in public 

opinion. It demonstrates that the controversy perfectly encapsulated the crisis of historical 

heritage and its conflict with urban modernization in early republican Istanbul.   

                                                
962 Journalist Yunus Nadi made this point clearly in the following article: Yunus Nadi, “İstanbulun Adliye 
Konağı Nereye Konulacak,” Cumhuriyet, January 25, 1935.  
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Figure 119: Aerial photograph of the tip of the Istanbul peninsula. Sultanahmet Mosque is on 
the lower left of the frame, and Hagia Sophia at its center. Next to Hagia Sophia is the 
monumental Palace of Justice. Another monumental building, closer to the Galata Bridge on 
the upper left of the frame is the Fourth Vakıf Han (see above) From the David Talbot-Rice 
Archive, Barber Institute of Fine Arts (Birmingham), digitised by the Birmingham East 
Mediterranean Archive (https://birminghameastmedarchive.com/)  
 

 

Figure 120: The Palace of Justice, former Ottoman Parliament. Hagia Sophia Mosque is on 
the right, and the Sultanahmet Mosque, on the left. Photograph undated. (Mission 
Archéologique de Constantinople, 1922) 
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Figure 121: The Palace of Justice, former Ottoman Parliament. The photograph features the 
opening of the Ottoman Parliament in 1908. (SALT Research) 
 

 

Figure 122: Aerial photograph featuring the debris of the former Palace of Justice next to 
Hagia Sophia. Note the domed mausolea of Murad III and Mehmed III in the courtyard of 
Hagia Sophia (see above) and the sixteenth century Haseki Hürrem Hamam across Hagia 
Sophia with its double dome (Chapter 3). (IFA/AA, Fonds Prost)   
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 Çetintaş’s article that ignited the controversy was provocatively titled “Can the Blind 

Pickaxe Resurrect?”963 Invoking the metaphor of blind pickaxe (kör kazma), which Yahya 

Kemal had coined back in 1921 to condemn the destruction of historical monuments in 

Istanbul, the pugnacious architect entreated the authorities not to revive this infamous 

instrument of the imperial regime.964 Çetintaş argued the building he discovered was the one 

architect Sinan called At Meydanı (Horse Square) Palace in his celebrated autobiography, 

Tezkiretü’l-Bünyan (Record of Construction).965 (Figure 123) The palace had historically 

been associated with its most prominent resident, sixteenth century grand vizier İbrahim 

Paşa.966 Çetintaş wrote that the palace, known as the prison building at the time, was in a state 

of disrepair due to years of neglect, and that its beauty would have been revealed had it been 

restored and cleansed of later additions (Figures 124-126). He ended his article by reminding 

the authorities of the dismissal of Üsküdar’s district governor that demolished a Sinan 

monument (Mihrimah İmaret, which we have seen above), and urging them to read the 

government decrees about historical patrimony, “which could be found even in primary 

schools and town municipalities.”967  

 As Çetintaş’s intervention led to the suspension of the demolition, a heated public 

debate ensued. An opposing interpretation came from İbrahim Hakkı Konyalı, another ardent 

preservationist. In three successive newspaper articles, Konyalı offered a history of the palace 

accompanied by references to endowment deeds, miniatures, and Ottoman chroniclers, and 

concluded that the buildings Çetintaş had claimed to be from the sixteenth century were, in 

                                                
963 Sedad Çetintaş, “Kör Kazma Hortlıyabilir mi?” Cumhuriyet, June 5, 1938.   
964 Yahya Kemal, “Kör Kazma,” in Yahya Kemal Aziz İstanbul (İstanbul: Yahya Kemal Enstitüsü Yayınları, 
1964), 145-147 (First published in February 9, 1921 in Payitaht newspaper). 
965 Sâî Mustafa Çelebi, Tezkiretü'l-bünyan ve Tezkiretü’l-Ebniye: Mimar Sinan’ın Anıları, Facsimile-
Translation-Critical Edition by Hayati Develi; Preface by Doğan Kuban (İstanbul: Koçbank, 2002). 
966 Once a close companion of Süleyman the Magnificent, who was also his brother-in-law, İbrahim Paşa was 
executed in 1536 following thirteen years in office. 
967 For the case of the Sinan monument in Üsküdar, see above. 
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fact, constructed much later.968 Although some of the adjacent buildings might once have 

been part of the palace, Konyalı wrote, they were unworthy of preservation due to the 

irretrievable damage wrought by neglect and mishandled repairs of past centuries. Alluding to 

the title of Çetintaş’s article, Konyalı’s verdict was: “We should immediately leave the floor 

to the pickaxe.”969  

 

Figure 123: A late sixteenth century miniature featuring a wrestling competition in At 
Meydanı (the Horse Square, former Byzantine Hippodrome). The building with the loge 
overlooking the square is İbrahim Paşa’s Palace. (After Surnâme-i Hümâyûn - Imperial 
Festival Book)   
 

                                                
968 İbrahim Hakkı Konyalı, “Umumi Hapisane Binası Yıkılabilir I,” Tan, July 29, 1938; İbrahim Hakkı Konyalı, 
“Hapishane Binası Niçin Yıkılabilir?” Tan, August 1, 1938; İbrahim Hakkı Konyalı, “Hapishane Binası Niçin 
Yıkılabilir?” (Follow-up) Tan, August 4, 1938. 
969 İbrahim Hakkı Konyalı, “Umumi Hapisane Binası Yıkılabilir I,” Tan, July 29, 1938. In his book on the 
palaces of Istanbul published in 1942, Konyalı reiterated his argument that the prison building was not İbrahim 
Paşa Palace, and accused those who had claimed otherwise of being incompetent (salahiyetsiz). İbrahim Hakkı 
Konyalı, İstanbul Sarayları (İstanbul: Bürhaneddin Matbaası, 1942), 144. In a later monograph of the palace, 
Nurhan Atasoy argued that Konyalı’s book was full of factual mistakes. Nurhan Atasoy, İbrahim Paşa Sarayı 
(İstanbul: İstanbul Üniversitesi Edebiyat Fakültesi Yayınları, 1972), 4.  
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Figure 124: Hypothetical reconstruction of the palace purged of later additions, drawn from 
the minaret of the Sultanahmet Mosque. (After Çetintaş, 1939) 
 

 

Figure 125: Another hypothetical reconstruction of the palace purged of later additions, 
drawn from the location of the German Fountain, the northern end of Sultanahmet Square. 
(After Çetintaş, 1939) 
 

 

Figure 126: The third courtyard of the İbrahim Paşa Palace, circa 1939. The blind arches had 
originally been porticoes. (After Çetintaş, 1939) 
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 In August 1938, the members of a special commission headed by governor and mayor 

Muhittin Üstündağ made an on-site inquiry and listened to experts, the first of many inquiries 

that would take place over the next decade. Those who were present during the inquiry 

included MPs Osman Şevki Uludağ and Salâh Cimcoz, senior municipality bureaucrat Osman 

Nuri Ergin, CPOM representatives Aziz Ogan and Efdalettin Tekiner, historians Şemsettin 

Günaltay and İbrahim Hakkı Konyalı, chief prosecutor of Istanbul Hikmet Onat, and 

architects Sedad Hakkı Eldem, Arif Hikmet Koyunoğlu, Sedat Çetintaş, Vasfi Egeli, and 

Kemal Altan. During the inquiry, Üstündağ reproached Çetintaş for preventing the demolition 

of a “tumbledown wall,” while “even Sinan had demolished old monuments” to build new 

ones.970 Most commission members were in favor of the proposal to demolish the prison 

building. Sedad Hakkı Eldem was the only architect that opposed the proposal [Çetintaş 

served as an expert, not commission member].  

Although the commission rejected his demands, Çetintaş did not give up what had 

become his personal cause. He penned more articles, and lambasted the commission members 

that voted for the demolition, and praised Eldem’s opposition.971 Çetintaş also published a 

hypothetical reconstruction of the palace. He argued that the palace represented the Turkish 

national architecture so perfectly that it had influenced the design of the Faculty of Language, 

History, and Geography in Ankara, the last major work of Bruno Taut, the celebrated German 

architect in exile in Turkey.972 Çetintaş urged the authorities to suspend the demolition, 

cleanse the palace of the parasitical buildings, and then form a new commission to reconsider 

the matter. 

                                                
970 “Hapishane Binası Dün de Tetkik Edildi,” Tan, August 4, 1938.  
971 Sedad Çetintaş, “İbrahim Paşa Sarayı Niçin Yıktırılamaz?” Cumhuriyet, August 17, 1938.  
972 Ibid. It is noteworthy that, in another newspaper article published three years later, Çetintaş called Taut’s 
integration of “so-called” Turkish architectural elements into his Faculty of Language, History, and Geography 
in Ankara as “ludicruous” (gülünç) and unsuccessful. Sedad Çetintaş, “Türk San’atile Tarihinin Ecnebilerden 
Çektiği,” Cumhuriyet, October 8, 1941. 
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One of Çetintaş’s few supporters during the on-site inquiry was Osman Şevki Uludağ, 

a medical doctor, composer, historian, and politician. Uludağ published a newspaper article 

defending the preservation of the İbrahim Paşa Palace, and criticizing Çetintaş for his 

polemical style, which, he argued, alienated those who would otherwise support him.973 More 

importantly, Uludağ made a critical contribution to the preservationist cause through 

compelling arguments about the sixteenth century origins of the building. In addition to 

several Ottoman chroniclers, Uludağ also brought up two archival documents from 1762 and 

1839 to bolster his claim.  

In the local press, the support of Yunus Nadi was critical to advance the cause for the 

preservation of the palace. The veteran journalist turned his Cumhuriyet into a mouthpiece for 

the cause by providing space for guest columnists such as Çetintaş and Uludağ. He penned 

several articles himself as well. More than four years before the start of the controversy, 

Yunus Nadi had, in fact, called for the demolition of the prison to carve out space for the new 

palace of justice.974 He seems to have changed his mind following Çetintaş’s intervention; 

and, at the height of the first wave of public debate in August 1938, he backed Çetintaş’s 

proposal that the fate of the building should be decided only after it was cleansed of 

parasitical structures.975 What made Yunus Nadi’s involvement interesting was that he had 

served a sentence in the building in question as a political prisoner during the reign of 

Abdülhamid II (1876-1909).976 He recollected that he and his fellow inmates had always 

wondered about the origins of the building.  

                                                
973 Dr. Osman Şevki Uludağ, “İbrahim Paşa Sarayına Dair,” Cumhuriyet, August 19, 1938. 
974 Yunus Nadi, “İstanbulun Yeni Adliye Binası Nerede Yapılmalı?” Cumhuriyet, March 17, 1934.  
975 Yunus Nadi, “Atmeydanı Sarayı İçin Bir İki Söz de Bizden,” Cumhuriyet, August 27, 1938; Yunus Nadi, 
“İbrahimpaşa Sarayı,” Cumhuriyet, August 22, 1939. 
976 The notoriously deplorable conditions of the Sultanahmet Prison often figured in the memoirs of political 
prisoners. For an example, see Zekeriya Sertel, Hatırladıklarım (İstanbul: Remzi Kitabevi, 2001), 180.  



 
 

392 

 

Figure 127: Upper story portico of the palace turned into an aisle of the prison. The undated 
photograph features the inmates. (After Çetintaş, 1939) 
 
 In September 1938, under the pressure of the preservationists, the government decreed 

the demolition of the building to be delayed, and its fate to be determined after its actual 

shape and size became clear with the cleansing of parasitical structures.977 The Turkish 

Historical Society’s call for the preservation of the building played an important role in the 

government’s intervention.978 Founded in 1930 as a state institution, the Turkish Historical 

Society was devoted to the advancement of nationalist historiography. According to its 

president, Cemil Çambel, who was also an MP, all the buildings in the area, including the 

prison, were part of the İbrahim Paşa Palace, which constituted one of the best examples of 

Turkish residential architecture. Once cleansed of later additions, Çambel said, the palace 

would be in perfect harmony with the Sultanahmet Mosque.979 

 The government’s intervention outraged the proponents of the demolition. In fact, by 

the time the controversy started with Çetintaş’s first newspaper article in June 1938, the local 

press had already been expressing discontent about the delay in the palace of justice 

                                                
977	BCA, 30 10 0 0 213 447 10 259, Başvekalet. 	
978	Çetintaş later alleged that it was President Atatürk, an admirer of his work on historical monuments, who 
commissioned the members of the Turkish Historical Society to examine the building. Sedad Çetintaş, 
“Bayındırlık Bakanına Açık Mektub. İbrahimpaşa Sarayı Hakkında,” Cumhuriyet, February 5, 1948.	
979 BCA, 30 10 0 0 213 447 10 259, Başvekalet.  
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project.980 A senior journalist, Ahmet Emin Yalman had anticipated, as it were, that the 

preservationists would object to the demolitions. In an article published in May 1938, Yalman 

argued that the republican regime prevented the radicals from disrespecting national 

patrimony. However, he wrote, the excessive penchant for the old to the point of enmity 

against the new was as fallacious as excessive modernization. Only one of the prison 

buildings was coeval with the Sultanahmet Mosque, he claimed, but similar buildings were in 

profusion throughout the country. Having obtained his PhD in political science from 

Columbia University in 1914,981 Yalman made an analogy with the United States: “If this 

were a country like the United States, where each one hundred year old building is considered 

historical patrimony [...] and inspire blatant myths, it would have been unthinkable to touch 

[the prison] building.” But given there were several buildings that were similar or even 

superior to it, he argued, the prison should be demolished. Yalman warned that the “excessive 

care for the dead would unsettle the living, and provide a weapon for the reactionaries.”982  

 Once it became obvious that his intervention would delay the palace of justice project, 

Çetintaş became a scapegoat in the local press. Newspapers, columnists, and guest 

contributors lambasted against him in person, and preservationists in general.983 A long, 

unsigned article that appeared in Tan newspaper recapped the preservationist arguments to 

launch criticism against them. Titled “The Erroneous [falso, a slang word] Voice That Raised 

on the Palace of Justice Affair” [the voice being Çetintaş’s], the article adopted an utterly 

sarcastic tone: “Stop! Don’t touch there! That fountain on the corner is nine centuries old. 

                                                
980 “Adliye Sarayının Gecikmesi Şikayetlere Yol Açıyor,” Tan, May 14, 1938. 
981 Yalman’s dissertation remained for a long time an important source of reference on the history of modern 
Turkey in the English speaking countries. Ahmed Emin, “The Development of Modern Turkey as Measured by 
its Press,” (PhD Diss., Columbia University, 1914).  
982 Ahmet Emin Yalman, “Eskiyi Koruma Programı,” Tan, May 30, 1938.  
983 Çetintaş himself wrote his critics called him “the spirit against urban modernization” (imara menfi ruh). 
Sedad Çetintaş, “Türk Tarih Kurumu Azasına Tarih Önünde Bir Serzeniş,” Cumhuriyet, August 18, 1939. His 
supporter, Yunus Nadi recapped the criticisms against preservationists as follows: “They say whenever a new 
project is under way, it faces obstacles in the form of antiquities. How much the city has suffered from these 
neo-bigots that have a curiosity for antiquities? If their claims are considered, how could Istanbul be 
modernized?” Yunus Nadi, “İbrahimpaşa Sarayı,” Cumhuriyet, August 22, 1939. 
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This abandoned hamam is an example of the Turkish art of three centuries ago. And in this 

house in front of which you stand, Yavuz Sultan Selim’s cousin was circumcised. If you dare 

to demolish these historical works of art to build a street, a public square, a park, or a cubic 

clinic and a hospital in a snobbish style, you will be condemned by history.”984 The article 

called preservationists “köhneperests” (literally ‘ramshackle-venerators,’ people who revered 

ruins), and argued that this attitude was “one of the vicious and troublesome mentalities” 

(muzır ve müziç zihniyetler) that delayed the modernization of Istanbul. Even though Sinan 

had designed it, the anonymous author wrote, the prison or the palace should be demolished 

due to its absolute ugliness. This would have cleaned up the portfolio of the great architect, 

(s)he claimed, in the way the English eliminated some of Shakespeare’s works that could 

have jeopardized his reputation. At the end of the article, the anonymous writer becomes 

defiant declaring that no historical document could save “that filthy place from the pickaxe of 

public works (imar)… The same pickaxe will demolish köhneperestlik [the noun form] 

together with that stable (ahır, i.e. the prison) in Sultanahmet!” (Figure 128)  

 

Figure 128: “Adliye Sarayı İşinde Yükselen Falsolu Ses,” (“The Erroneous Voice That 
Raised on the Palace of Justice Affair) Tan, August 6, 1938.  
 

                                                
984 “Adliye Sarayı İşinde Yükselen Falsolu Ses,” Tan, August 6, 1938. 
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 The tide turned again in the following summer. In June, newspapers announced that 

the Sultanahmet Prison would be demolished in order to make way for the new palace of 

justice.985 What led the government to revert back to the earlier plan is not clear; but it is 

important to emphasize that, between the decree suspending the demolition (September 1938) 

and the declaration that the prison would be demolished (June 1939), momentous political 

changes had taken place in Turkey: the death of President Atatürk, his succession by İsmet 

İnönü (long time prime minister who had been removed from power in 1937), and the 

formation of a different cabinet including a new minister of Public Works, and a new minister 

of Justice, two ministries that involved in the project for a palace of justice. In late July, 1939, 

the demolition of the prison started. A few days later, Çetintaş published an article in 

Cumhuriyet. He underlined that the current demolition violated the government decree issued 

a year ago. Çetintaş urged, rather passionately, for further negotiations. “Modern science 

listens,” he wrote, “and if unconvinced, asks you to work more and then come back.”986 In a 

follow-up article, Çetintaş criticized the members of the Turkish Historical Society, who did 

not support him this time. He called them to remain faithful to their earlier position, and 

convince the president İsmet İnönü to stop the demolition.987 The support to Çetintaş’s cause 

was not as strong as it had been a year before. In the next three months, what Çetintaş 

believed to be the palace’s harem section and Ambassadors Hall (Elçiler Salonu) were 

demolished; but the rest of the palace survived. The land gained from the demolition and 

confiscations around the prison would have provided enough space for the new palace of 

justice project. For some time, this seemed to be a middle course to appease both the 

preservationists and those that were in favor of demolition. However, the multilayered history 

of Istanbul had more obstacles for the palace of justice project in store.  

                                                
985 “Vilayet ve Adliye Sarayları Sultanahmette Yapılacak,” Tan, June 25, 1939. 
986 Sedat Çetintaş, “İbrahimpaşa Sarayı Tarihe Karışırken,” Cumhuriyet, August 2, 1939. 
987 Sedad Çetintaş, “Türk Tarih Kurumu Azasına Tarih Önünde Bir Serzeniş,” Cumhuriyet, August 18, 1939.  
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 It turned out that the prison had stood over the palace of Antiochos and the Martyrion 

of St. Euphemia in the Hippodrome dating back to the fifth and seventh centuries, 

respectively. (Figures 129 and 130) The German Archaeological Institute took over the site 

in 1942, and Çetintaş was appointed the Turkish representative of the excavations.988 The 

unexpected Byzantine patrimony significantly reduced the space available for the palace of 

justice project. In 1942, those who urged for the acceleration of the project turned to what 

remained of the İbrahim Paşa Palace again, and demanded its total elimination. Thus started 

the third phase of the controversy in four years.  

 

Figure 129: The remains of the Martyrion of St. Euphemia, 1945. The İbrahim Paşa Palace 
and the Sultanahmet Mosque are in the background. (Nicholas V. Artamonoff, Nicholas V. 
Artamonoff photographs of Istanbul and Turkey, 1935-1945, Dumbarton Oaks, Trustees for 
Harvard University, Washington, D.C.) 

                                                
988 İbrahimpaşa Sarayı Harebesinde Hafriyat Yapılıyor,” Cumhuriyet, September 2, 1942; Sedat Çetintaş, 
“Sainte Euphémie Mabedinin Önemi,” Cumhuriyet, October 16, 1942; Dr. A. M. Scheider, “Atmeydanında 
Ortaya Çıkarılan Ste Euphemia Kilisesi,” Cumhuriyet, November 13, 1942; Rüstem Duyuran, “St.Euphemia 
Martyrion'u: Son Senelerde Meydana Çıkarılmış Olan Bu Tarihî Eserin Âkıbeti Ne Olacak?” Arkitekt 183-184 
(1947): 74-77.   
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Figure 130: The land in question is the vacant plot to the west of the Sultanahmet Square, 
gained by the demolition of the prison in 1939. The rest of what Çetintaş claimed to be the 
İbrahim Paşa Palace is to the south of this vacant land, overlooking the square. Photograph 
circa 1940s. (Harita Genel Komutanlığı) 
 

 Hikmet Onat, the chief prosecutor of Istanbul, stood at the center of this fourth phase 

in 1942. He had been pushing for the demolition of the İbrahim Paşa Palace ever since the 

first on-site inquiry in 1938.989 By the early 1940s, Onat had acquired notoriety as the 

prosecutor of a sensational court case of censorship that had kept him in the headlines of the 

local and national press for several weeks during the late 1939 and early 1940. Though 

tangential to our narrative, this court case deserves more than passing mention for it 

eventually tied into the controversy over the İbrahim Paşa Palace. It involved the translation 

of Aphrodite - mœurs antiques, the bestselling first novel of Pierre Louÿs, French poet and 

writer that championed sensual, classical, and lesbian themes in verse and prose at the turn of 
                                                
989 In one of his many newspaper articles on the controversy, Çetintaş had mocked Onat’s argument that the 
prison building had nothing to do with the İbrahim Paşa Palace for it would not have deformed so dramatically 
had it been a palace. Sedad Çetintaş, “Türk Tarih Kurumu Azasına Tarih Önünde Bir Serzeniş,” Cumhuriyet, 
August 18, 1939.  
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the century.990 In 1939, the novel was published in Turkish with the translation of Nasuhi 

Baydar, an MP.991 Onat seized the book, and sued publisher Semih Lütfi Erciyas over 

accusations of obscenity (Baydar had immunity on being an MP). From December 1939 to 

April 1940, the trials attracted massive interest in newspapers.992 Almost all the leading 

literary figures followed the trials, and, overwhelmingly, they lambasted censorship. The 

court eventually rejected the prosecutor’s arguments, and the book returned to the market.993 

Had it only been for Onat’s involvement, we would not have dwelled so much on this 

spectacular court case. But, Onat had sued the publisher only after the expert, whom the court 

had asked for his opinion, submitted his report in favor of censorship. The expert was İbrahim 

Hakkı Konyalı. Soon, the censorship controversy and the controversy over the İbrahim Paşa 

Palace became intertwined. 

 Many newspapers and intellectuals targeted Konyalı due to his report advising 

censorship. They questioned his capacity to serve as the expert on a literary piece.994 A former 

bureaucrat, journalist, and an autodidact historian without a formal education, Konyalı did not 

speak French, which his critics highlighted to invalidate his report on the translation of a 

French novel. Also, while the trial was ongoing, Konyalı published a book on Aphrodite.995 

Thanks to the immense public interest stirred up by the press coverage of the trial, Konyalı’s 

book sold spectacularly well. The blatant conflict of interest, and the irony of the presence of 

erotic images in the book, whose author had advised the court to ban Louÿs’s Aphrodite on 

obscenity, infuriated the anti-censorship circles further. But, for Konyalı, the worst was yet to 

come. At the height of the debates over the Aphrodite trials, Cumhuriyet published a number 
                                                
990 Pierre Louÿs, Aphrodite - mœurs antiques (Paris: Société du Mercure de France, 1896).  
991 Pierre Louys, Afrodit. Eski Adetler, trans. by Nasuhi Baydar (İstanbul: Suhulet Kitabevi, 1939).  
992 Even more than did the Second World War and the Erzincan Earthquake, which took place in December 26-
27, 1939, and claimed more than thirty thousand lives. 
993 For Konyalı’s role in the Aphrodite trials, see Yaşar Semiz, “İbrahim Hakkı Konyalı (1896-1984),” in 
Şehirler Sevdalısı İbrahim Hakkı Konyalı Armağanı, ed. Hasan Bahar (Konya: Selçuk Üniversitesi Türkiyat 
Araştırmaları Enstitüsü, 2015), 133-160.  
994 Ibid. 
995 İbrahim Hakki Konyalı, Afrodit (İstanbul: Nümune Matbaası, 1940). 
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of documents, which included sections from Konyalı’s diary penned in 1920 during the 

Occupation of Istanbul. In his diary, Konyalı defended collaboration with the occupiers, 

called Turkish nation “donkey,” and insulted the nationalist resistance as well as its leader, 

whom he called “Jewish Mustafa Kemal.”996 A public figure could hardly have been in a 

more difficult situation during the early republic. Using the right of reply protected by the 

Press Law (Matbuat Kanunu), Konyalı promptly sent a statement to be published in 

Cumhuriyet.997 In this statement, he argued that he never published any of these remarks, but 

did not deny the authenticity of the diary. Also, Konyalı mentioned his pro-regime 

publications in recent years, as well as that Atatürk once praised him in person. To little avail. 

Local press quickly ostracized Konyalı. People of Konya, the city where he was born, sent 

letters to newspapers asking them not to associate him with the city.998  

 On the same day Cumhuriyet revealed Konyalı documents, Yunus Nadi published an 

article about the Aphrodite trials.999 He accused prosecutor Onat of being inappropriate to his 

status to the point of insulting his critics, and Konyalı of behaving as if he were another 

prosecutor. Yunus Nadi reminded the readers that the case of Aphrodite was not the first 

collaboration of the two figures. Onat and Konyalı had also collaborated against the calls for 

the preservation of İbrahim Paşa Palace. A passionate proponent of Ottoman monuments in 

Istanbul, Konyalı had, rather surprisingly, urged for the demolition of the palace in 1938.1000 

Yunus Nadi stressed that the two figures played a major role in the demolition of the prison 

building, which constituted a section of the palace. More disturbing was their triumphalism, 

he remarked, and quoted a passage from Konyalı’s book, Aphrodite: “Just how we 

demolished the ruins of the khan they called İbrahim Paşa Palace, we will also eradicate this 

                                                
996 “İbrahim Hakkı Konyalıya Aid Bazı Vesikalar,” Cumhuriyet, February 20, 1940. 
997 “Konyalının Mektubu “ Cumhuriyet, February 23, 1940. 
998 Tan, February 27, 1940.   
999 Yunus Nadi, “Afrodit İşinin Mahiyeti. İbrahim Paşa Sarayının Yıktırmakta İşbirliği Eden Kuvvetleri Afrodit 
Davasında da Omuz Omuza Yürüyor Görüyoruz,” Cumhuriyet, Şubat 20, 1940. 
1000 See above. 
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germ of degeneration called Aphrodite.” Yunus Nadi wrote: “It turns out that the forces that 

cooperated in demolishing the İbrahim Paşa Palace are now walking shoulder to shoulder in 

the case of Aphrodite.” Yunus Nadi insinuated that an obscure personal relationship between 

Onat and Konyalı, rather than their own genuine thoughts, shaped their positions in both the 

İbrahim Paşa and Aphrodite controversies.  

 Such was the reputation of Hikmet Onat in 1942 when the third phase of the İbrahim 

Paşa Palace controversy began. His office led the initiative to get rid of what was left of the 

palace after the 1939 demolitions. This time, negotiations took place behind the scenes; 

therefore, instead of contemporary newspapers, we follow the struggle from Çetintaş’s later 

recollections and, more importantly, a series of documents at the Prime Ministry Archives. 

These sources reveal that Onat faced a tougher adversary than Çetintaş: Hasan Âli Yücel, the 

Minister of Education. Yücel was a progressive intellectual, humanist, and longest serving 

minister of education in the history of Turkey (1938-1946).1001 He was active in the 

conservation and restoration of historical monuments around the country.1002 Once he became 

aware of the prosecutor’s attempt, Yücel promptly acted. He corresponded with two fellow 

ministers, of public works and justice, urging them to preserve the remaining sections of the 

                                                
1001 Yücel left two major legacies. One was the ambitious program that involved the translation of hundreds of 
literary classics into Turkish. For his role in the translation movement of the 1940s, see Şehnaz Tahir-Gürçağlar, 
“A Cultural Agent Against the Forces of Culture- Hasan Âli Yücel,” in Agents of Translation, eds. John Milton 
and Paul Fadio Bandia (Amsterdam and Philadelphia: John Benjamins, 2009), 161-188; Celal Şengör, Hasan-Âli 
Yücel ve Türk Aydınlanması (Ankara: TÜBİTAK, 2003). For the larger context of early republican translation 
movement, see Şehnaz Tahir-Gürçağlar, The Politics and Poetics of Translation in Turkey, 1923-1960 
(Amsterdam and New York: Rodopi Publishing, 2008). Yücel’s second major legacy was the equally ambitious 
project of Village Institutes, which aimed to educate rural boys and girls that would, upon graduation, serve as 
teachers in villages, combatting illiteracy and training peasants in modern agriculture. On Village Institutes, see 
Ekrem Işın ed., Düşünen Tohum, Konuşan Toprak: Cumhuriyet'in Köy Enstitüleri, 1940-1954 = Mindful Seed, 
Speaking Soil: Village Institutes of the Republic, 1940-1954, trans. by Melis Şeyhun Çalışlar (İstanbul: İstanbul 
Araştırmaları Enstitüsü, 2012). The institutes were gradually eliminated from the late 1940s onwards on the 
pressure of rich landowners as well as over accusations of spreading communist ideology.   
1002 In 1946, Yücel wrote a preface to Türkiye Tarihi Anıtları (The Historical Monuments of Turkey), a book 
published by his ministry, in which he represented the rise of architectural restoration according to scientific 
methods as a reflection of the renaissance that pervaded republican Turkey. Eski Eserler ve Müzeler Genel 
Müdürlüğü, Türkiye Tarihi Anıtları (Ankara: Milli Eğitim Basımevi, 1946). 
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İbrahim Paşa Palace, and build the palace of justice in the vacant land next to it.1003 We 

understand from Yücel’s letter that Onat had submitted documents from nineteenth century, 

which demonstrated that an Armenian named Kirkor [most probably Krikor Balyan, imperial 

architect] had repaired the palace. Playing with the nationalist sensibilities, Onat’s office had 

argued that the building could not count as part of Turkish heritage due to the involvement of 

an Armenian architect.1004 Yücel vehemently opposed to Onat’s office, arguing that those 

documents involved the demolished buildings, not the actual palace that still stood intact. His 

most critical move was to urge President İnönü to intervene, attaching Çetintaş’s reports about 

the building as well as an article that had appeared in Arkitekt in 1939.1005 The president, in 

turn, ordered the Ministry of Justice to give up the project altogether.1006 The palace was 

saved once again, at least for the next five years.  

 The controversy resumed in 1947. In the meantime, there was little progress in the 

palace of justice project. Since the 1933 fire, one location after another had remained under 

consideration for some time. The first was Babıali.1007 In 1937, Babıali was abandoned in 

favor of the prison site and its vicinity in Sultanahmet, which sparked the controversy over 

İbrahim Paşa Palace. Then, in 1943, newspapers announced that the palace of justice would 

be built along the newly inaugurated Atatürk Boulevard, the main artery of the city at the 

time.1008 For some time, local and national authorities reconsidered the Babıali option, but the 

high expropriation costs and the challenges of the topography deterred them. In February 

1946, a new commission convened to reevaluate the appropriateness of all these sites as well 

                                                
1003 BCA 30 10 0 0 213 448 14 259. Başvekalet 10 April 1942, “Sultanahmet Meydanındaki İbrahimpaşa 
Sarayının Yıkılmaması ve Korunması İçin Gerekli Tedbirlerin Alınması İsteği.” 
1004 The same argument about Armenian involvement had actually appeared in local press in 1939 without any 
reference. “Hapisane Tamamen Yıkıldı,” Tan, November 8, 1939.  
1005 Zarif Orgun, “İbrahim Paşa Sarayı,” Arkitekt 99-100 (1939): 55-59 
1006 BCA 30 10 0 0 213 448 14 259. 
1007 Newspapers first announced in 1934 that Ernst Egli would design the new Palace of Justice in Babıali. 
“Yeni Adliye Binası,” Cumhuriyet, December 24, 1934. In 1935, Asım Kömürcüoğlu took over the project. See 
above. 
1008 “Atatürk Bulvarı Dün Açıldı,” Cumhuriyet, February 27, 1943. 
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as the land of the former palace of justice to the south of Hagia Sophia. Its members included 

Henri Prost, Sedad Hakkı Eldem, Rükneddin Güney (architect), Emin Onat (the dean of the 

Faculty of Architecture at Technical University), Gustav Oelsner (German architect and city 

planner based in Turkey), and two bureaucrats.1009 In their report, the commission members 

unanimously suggested the Sultanahmet option next to the surviving sections of the İbrahim 

Paşa Palace. They argued that the site was appropriate for future enlargement of the palace of 

justice, which, as we will see below, would later prove to be an utter miscalculation. In 

October 1946, following the commission’s suggestion, the Ministry of Public Works reverted 

back to Sultanahmet.1010  

In the following months, twenty-two private properties were confiscated to enlarge the 

land that had become available after the demolition of the prison.1011 Meanwhile, in 1947, 

architect Asım Kömürcüoğlu published a booklet, lambasting the commission for its 

suggestion of Sultanahmet, and urging the return to the very first site in Babıali so that his 

winning entry of 1935 could be implemented.1012 (Figure 131) His calls fell on deaf ears. 

Another design competition for the palace of justice was announced. However, the jury 

rejected all twenty-eight entries.1013 The Minister of Public Works, Cevdet Kerim İncedayı 

claimed that the failure of the competition was not due to the incompetence of architects, but 

to the insufficiency of the available land.1014 For many people that had been disenchanted by 

the long delay of the project, there was only one solution to the problem of land: to demolish 

what was left of the İbrahim Paşa Palace.   

                                                
1009 IFA/AA, Fonds Prost, 343 AA 9/2, (undated report on the palace of justice project).  
1010 “Yeni Adliye Sarayı,” Cumhuriyet, October 14, 1946.  
1011 “Adalet Sarayı İnşaatı,” Cumhuriyet, February 14, 1947.  
1012 Asım Kömürcüoğlu, İstanbul Adalet Sarayı Arsa ve İnşaatının İç Yüzü, 1935-1947 (Ankara: Arbas 
Matbaası,  undated) 
1013 “Adliye Sarayı,” Cumhuriyet, March 23, 1947; “Adalet Sarayı İçin Yeni Müsabaka Açılıyor,” Cumhuriyet, 
April 19, 1947. For the jury report of the 1947 competition, see “İstanbul Adalet Sarayı Proje Müsabakası,” 
Arkitekt 185-186 (1947): 103-114. The report shows that some of the proposals incorporated the İbrahim Paşa 
Palace’s forms into their designs.  
1014 “Adalet Sarayı Hakkında Tazelenen Tartışmalar,” Cumhuriyet, June 4, 1947. 
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Figure 131: Asım Kömürcüoğlu’s winning design for the Palace of Justice to be built in 
Babıali, 1935. (Kömürcüoğlu, 1947) 
 
 In June 1947, İncedayı held a meeting at the Istanbul Archaeology Museum to discuss 

the palace of justice project.1015 The newly appointed minister listened to a large group of 

participants, including museum directors, journalists, university professors, intellectuals, and 

municipality bureaucrats and technocrats. Çetintaş and poet Yahya Kemal were also present 

at the meeting. After recapitulating the latest in the long lasting palace of justice crisis, 

İncedayı argued that the project would remain unimplemented unless further sections of the 

İbrahim Paşa Palace were demolished. Once Yusuf Ziya, the chief municipality engineer, 

belittled the significance of the palace altogether, a heated debate erupted. The majority of the 

participants were against the minister’s proposal. Given that the demolition of the prison had 

been a “terrible mistake,” they said, at least the other sections of the palace should remain 

untouched. Professor Albert Gabriel claimed that, with its height and monumentality, a new 

palace of justice would be detrimental to the architectural harmony of Sultanahmet area. He 

proposed it be built elsewhere such as Beyazıt. Yahya Kemal concurred with Gabriel, and 

said, of all alternatives, the Babıali area was the most appropriate: “[He said] that we also 

have residential architecture in addition to religious architecture; that we have long been 

subject to defamations by Europeans, who claim we lack civilization and power because we 

have been losing this residential architecture; that our architects are not in a position to create 

                                                
1015 Ibid. 
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masterpieces; that it is necessary to preserve the old masterpieces; that it would be wrong to 

construct new public buildings where they would spoil the old monuments; that, in France, 

new buildings are constructed away from the old ones so as to enhance the value of the latter 

[...]”1016 İncedayı dismissed the relocation proposals on the grounds that much had been spent 

for the land in Sultanahmet through demolitions and confiscations. He concluded the meeting, 

declaring that he would inform the government of his impressions.  

 Nadir Nadi, the chief columnist of Cumhuriyet who was present at the meeting, 

informed his readers of the arguments both sides defended.1017 He wrote that those who 

argued for the demolition were a minority both in number and in fame. Although the 

confiscation and demolition expenses were regrettable, Nadir Nadi added, it was simply the 

fault of those in positions of power, who should have had considered all these complications 

in advance. After months of relative tranquility, the controversy briefly revived in the autumn 

of 1947. In November, Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar penned a lengthy newspaper articled titled 

“The Question of İbrahim Paşa Palace.”1018 Just as his mentor, Yahya Kemal, Tanpınar urged 

for the reconsideration of the project to build a palace of justice in Sultanahmet. He 

recommended, instead, any appropriate location between Fatih and Beyazıt. Regretting the 

1939 demolitions, Tanpınar argued that what remained of the palace should be preserved: “If 

I were in charge of public works in Istanbul, I would have considered a hundred times before 

I moved even a small stone that the ancestors had carved, not an intact building as the İbrahim 

Paşa Palace, and, probably left it untouched on the hundredth consideration.” He found it 

incomprehensible that some defended the demolition of this centuries-old monument, second 

only to Topkapı Palace in the city as a rare patrimony of residential architecture. In Europe, 

Tanpınar said, it was unthinkable to change even names that were fifty or sixty years old on 

                                                
1016 Ibid. 
1017 Nadir Nadi, “İhtisas İhtisas,” Cumhuriyet, June 5, 1947.  
1018 Ahmed Hamdi Tanpınar, “Şehrin Davaları: İbrahim Paşa Sarayı Meselesi,” Cumhuriyet, November 6, 1947. 
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such grounds as “Verlaine would have a drink here every evening, and talk to his friends.” 

His following remarks most probably exasperated those readers who had long been 

complaining about what they called the excesses of preservationists: “We can not demolish 

any old building. Because all of them remind us that our lives depend on a sense of 

continuity, and that we are a ring of a chain that stretch along time. This chain, with its 

miraculous sense of continuity, is the national life itself.”1019  

 

 

Figure 132: Elevation of the İbrahim Paşa Palace’s facade overlooking the Sultanahmet 
Square, 1946. (Atasoy, 1972)  
 

 

Figure 133: The site plan of the palace of justice project as of circa 1947. Note the 
irregularity of the site and future enlargement plans through confiscations (İstimlak 
Edilecekler). (Kömürcüoğlu, 1947) 
 

                                                
1019 Ibid. 
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Figure 134: Proposed transformation of the Sultanahmet Square according to the Prost Plan 
as of 1939. Town Hall (Vilayet Sarayı) and the Palace of Justice (Adalet Sarayı) dominate the 
west of the square. Note that the proposal entails the total demolition of the İbrahim Paşa 
Palace. (Kömürcüoğlu, 1947)  
  

 In February 1948, yet another attempt to demolish the surviving sections of the 

İbrahim Paşa Palace led to one of the most heated moments of the controversy. It seemed so 

imminent that the bidding for the demolition work was about to be announced. Çetintaş made 

another critical move, and published the letter he had sent to the new Minister of Public 

Works, Kasım Gülek, four months ago.1020 In this letter, Çetintaş recapitulated, once again, 

the past of the controversy, emphasizing the interventions of Atatürk and Hasan Ali Yücel in 

1938 and 1942, respectively. He also reminded Gülek of the meeting the previous minister 

İncedayı had held with several distinguished scholars and intellectuals, most of whom had 

firmly opposed to the demolition. The reason why there was yet another attempt for 

demolition, Çetintaş referred to the gossip circulating around, was the order of the Prime 

Minister Recep Peker to ignore the opposition of these scholars and intellectuals. “If this is 

true, it is very sad.” Çetintaş wrote. “Had the scientists in the commission known that the 

                                                
1020 Sedad Çetintaş, “Bayındırlık Bakanına Açık Mektub. İbrahimpaşa Sarayı Hakkında,” Cumhuriyet, February 
5, 1948.  
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Prime Minister would decide [whether the building was worth preserving or not], they would 

not even respond to İncedayı’s questions.”1021 Contrary to Çetintaş’s demand, the minister 

Gülek did not meet him and the other anti-demolition members of the previous commission to 

listen to their ideas in person. Instead, he visited the İbrahim Paşa Palace accompanied by the 

pro-demolition public works director, which was why, Çetintaş declared, he had decided to 

publish the letter in a newspaper.  

 The letter made the desired impact. The Turkish Historical Society also put pressure 

on the government to preserve the İbrahim Paşa Palace. In March 1948, the Council of 

Ministers decreed that the palace would not be demolished.1022 Two months later, it decreed 

that the palace of justice would be built in Beyazıt, and that a new architectural design 

competition would be announced for the new site.1023 This was the fifth Council of Ministers 

decree on the controversy in a little less than a decade. Only a year ago, another decree, the 

third one, had declared that the palace of justice would have been built in Sultanahmet.1024 

And only two months after the decision to build the palace in Beyazıt, the Minister of Justice, 

Fuad Sirmen announced that the plan was abandoned due to the opposition of Sıddık Sami 

Onar, professor of law and the rector of Istanbul University, which is based in the area.1025 

The disgruntled local press noted that the location of the palace of justice had been changed 

five times by March 1948.1026 The abandonment of Beyazıt meant the beginning of the search 

for the sixth in fifteen years. 

 In addition to these historical, patrimonial, and political dynamics, the ordeals of 

Istanbul’s justice establishment also informed the controversy. The building the courts had 

                                                
1021 Ibid. 
1022 “Adliye Sarayı İçin Yeniden Arsa Aranıyor,” Cumhuriyet, March 18, 1948. 
1023 BCA, 30 18 1 2 116 36 9 76-357 Başvekalet 28.05.1948 3/4088 ve 3/6073 sayılı kararlar. 
1024 “Adalet Sarayı İnşaatı,” Cumhuriyet, August 8, 1947. 
1025 “Adalet Sarayının Yeri Meselesi,” Cumhuriyet, July 16, 1948; “Adliye Sarayının Talihsizliği,” Cumhuriyet, 
August 8, 1948. 
1026 “İbrahimpaşa Sarayı Yıktırılmıyor,” Cumhuriyet, March 18, 1948. 
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“temporarily” moved to in 1933 was too small to serve as a palace of justice. Its courtrooms, 

offices, and corridors were messy, congested, and airless.1027 In early 1949, more than fifteen 

years after the fire, a group of frustrated lawyers marched to the former palace of justice, laid 

a wreath at its still remaining debris, and mourned its destruction.1028 The march was an 

unmistakable protest to those who were responsible for the belated construction of a new 

palace of justice. Ever since the 1933 fire, lawyers of Istanbul had often participated in the 

public debates over the palace of justice and, concomitantly, the İbrahim Paşa Palace. Some 

of them were for the preservation of the sixteenth century monument. Ali Şevket Erkun, 

lawyer and former inspector of the Ministry of Justice, was one example. In a newspaper 

article titled “İbrahim Paşa Palace Should Not Be Demolished,” Erkun reminded the readers 

of a sixteenth century incident, namely the conservative reaction against İbrahim Paşa 

because of his sculpture collection.1029 Erkun called for the preservation of the palace in order 

to honor the memory of its proto-modernist owner of yore.1030 At the same time, there were 

lawyers that were disdainful to the İbrahim Paşa Palace, and censured those that prevented the 

construction of the new palace of justice so as to preserve it. According to lawyer Haydar 

Özkent, the palace of justice project took many years “because of the ramshackle wooden 

booth, whose historical and artistic worthlessness was demonstrated by both the ongoing 

uncertainty over its original function despite years of public debate, and the fact that its 

existence had not even been known until recently.”1031 One of the famed lawyers in the 1940s, 

Kenan Antel, wrote of the first phase of the controversy: “The devotees of old monuments, 

                                                
1027 Nizamettin Nazif, “Adliye Sarayı,” Tan, December 24, 1935.  
1028 Abidin Daver, “İstanbulun Yanan Adliye Sarayı,” Cumhuriyet, February 11, 1949. 
1029 Ali Şevket Erkun, “Cumhuriyet’e Mektub,” Cumhuriyet, August 23, 1938. For İbrahim Paşa’s interest in 
sculpture, see Filiz Yenişehirlioğlu, “İbrahim Paşa ve Sanatta Devrim Olarak Heykel,” in Brigitte Pitarakis ed., 
Hippodrom/Atmeydanı, İstanbul'un Tarih Sahnesi (İstanbul: Pera Müzesi Yayınları, 2010), 111- 126 [?]. 
1030 As we have seen above, İbrahim Hakkı Konyalı had offered the same argument for the preservation of the 
eighteenth century School of İbrahim Paşa, another grand vizier by the same name. 
1031 Haydar Özkent, “Hapisane Yıkılırken,” Cumhuriyet, June 24, 1939. 
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who took pleasure in obstructing every urban project, argued that this [the prison] was 

actually İbrahim Paşa Palace, and, should not, therefore, be demolished.”1032   

The years long controversy also generated grievances in the local press. Cartoonists 

often mocked the endless debates over the İbrahim Paşa Palace. One cartoon featured a group 

of elderly people sporting long white beards that sat around a table in the Sultanahmet Square; 

one of them was in a gesture of passionate debate, while others were sleeping. The caption 

read: “From the newspapers of 1979: A commission was established the last time in order to 

solve the issue of the demolition of the prison once and for all.”1033 (Figure 135) In another 

cartoon, a young couple sitting on a sofa were in conversation. The anxious looking woman 

said: “My father thinks you are a nice fellow, but he is worried that you do not have a 

permanent job.” The man replied in a confident posture: “But, sweetheart, would there be a 

more permanent job than this: I am a member of the commission in charge of determining 

whether the Istanbul Prison is a historical monument.”1034 (Figure 136) 

 

Figure 135: Akbaba, September 8, 1938. 

 

                                                
1032 Kenan Antel, “Yeni Adliye Binası Neden Yapılamıyor?” Tan, December 25, 1943. 
1033 Akbaba, September 8, 1938. 
1034 Akbaba, August 4, 1938. 
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Figure 136: Akbaba, August 4, 1938. 

   

 After eight ministers of public works, eleven ministers of justice, and twelve different 

cabinets in less than sixteen years following the destruction of the former Palace of Justice by 

fire, the controversy was finally over in March 1949. The council of ministers decreed that the 

İbrahim Paşa Palace, or what was left of it, would be preserved, and the palace of justice 

would be built next to it, on the land that had been acquired through confiscations and the 

demolition of the prison.1035 The Byzantine patrimony in the middle of the site would also be 

preserved. What made this solution possible was the reduction of the size of the palace of 

justice project from fifteen thousand square meters to eleven thousand square meters.1036 It is 

important to note that historian Şemsettin Günaltay, the director of the Turkish Historical 

Society who had supported Çetintaş’s objections at the beginning of the controversy, was now 

the Prime Minister.  

                                                
1035 BCA, 30 18 1 2 119 23 11 76-357  
1036 “Adalet Sarayının Yeri Nihayet Dün Tesbit Edildi,” Cumhuriyet, March 15, 1949. 
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 The solution did not thrill anyone. The justice establishment preferred a larger 

building. Preservationists were concerned about the project for a major building at the 

historical core of Istanbul, which was likely to compromise the monumentality of 

Sultanahmet Mosque, much in the same way as the previous palace of justice had blocked the 

view of Hagia Sophia. But both parties had long exhausted their arguments. Also, the solution 

fulfilled the fundamentals of their respective demands: the prospect of a modern palace of 

justice for the former, and the guarantee of the preservation of the remaining sections of 

İbrahim Paşa Palace for the latter. Pushing for more would run the risk of alienating an 

already tense public opinion fed up with the years long impasse and repetitive debates. Public 

figures submitted to the latest scheme, but there was a notable yet unsurprising exception.  

 Shortly after the 1949 decree, Çetintaş unleashed another public campaign for the 

relocation of the palace of justice project in order to preserve the still intact first floor of the 

prison lying under the debris, and the historical character of the area in general. He published 

one open letter after another addressing the Prime Minister Günaltay. In one of these letters, 

he reminded Günaltay the decision to preserve the remnants of the Martyrion of St. 

Euphemia. While the ruins of a church dedicated to “a girl who propagated for Christianity 

against idolatry” are rightfully preserved, Çetintaş wrote, the last surviving floor of the 

İbrahim Paşa Palace, the “peerless Turkish palace that bear the traces of our ancestors’ 

honorable history of the past 480 years,” would be demolished.1037 Also, he prophesied that, 

with its reduced scale, the updated palace of justice project would soon fail to meet the needs 

of the justice establishment in Istanbul, a city on the eve of a population boom. In that case, 

Çetintaş continued, it would not be possible to enlarge the building, which would be squeezed 

between Ottoman and Byzantine patrimonies. However, Çetintaş could barely find any allies 

this time. In a newspaper article, the disillusioned architect criticized his former allies, 

                                                
1037 Sedat Çetintaş, “Başbakana İkinci Açık Mektup,” Yeni Sabah, July 12, 1949.  
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specifically Albert Gabriel, reminding them of their earlier objections to the idea of a 

monumental modern building in Sultanahmet.1038 He also criticized one of the two architects 

of the new palace of justice, Sedad Hakkı Eldem, for his role in the project and the destruction 

of sections of the İbrahim Paşa Palace. In his emblematic belligerency, Çetintaş simply 

omitted the fact that Eldem had been the only architect of the very first commission in 1938 

that had objected to the demolition of the İbrahim Paşa Palace, which had been crucial for the 

preservationist cause.   

 A modernist functionalist building with blatant references to the vernacularism of the 

1940s, the Palace of Justice was inaugurated in 1955. (Figures 137 to 140) Although Eldem 

and his partner Emin Onat had planned the rhythm of horizontal blocks to continue until the 

Divanyolu, ancient Mese, only about half of their plan was implemented due to the Byzantine 

ruins.1039 The challenge haunted Eldem during the next three decades, but his revised plan to 

enlarge the building by incorporating the ruins remained on the shelf, proving the far-

sightedness of Çetintaş in his prophesy, as well as the miscalculation of the 1946 commission 

of which Eldem had been a member. Having served as the palace of justice for more than five 

decades, Eldem and Onat’s building completed its mission in 2011. The institution moved to a 

gigantic complex in Çağlayan, conveniently away from the historical core of the city. Most of 

the surviving sections of İbrahim Paşa Palace have been accommodating the Turkish Islamic 

Arts Museum since 1983. (Figure 141) One of its sections had served as storage for the 

archives of the Palace of Justice. When a journalist visited the building in 2012 following the 

transfer of the institution to Çağlayan, he found that the building was under deplorable 

                                                
1038 Sedat Çetintaş, “İlimde Tezad Olamaz,” Son Saat, December 31, 1950. 
1039 For the jury report of the 1949 competition, and the winning design of Eldem and Onat, see “İstanbul Adalet 
Binası Proje Müsabakası,” Arkitekt 211, 212, 213, 214 (1949): 179-194. 
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conditions due to decades of misuse. He titled his report: “The Palace of Dump.”1040 Çetintaş 

must have turned in his grave on the day of its publication.  

 

Figure 137: Eldem and Onat’s winning design. This facade overlooking the Sultanahmet 
Square has never been built. (Arkitekt, 1949)  
 

 

Figure 138: The plan of the Palace of Justice. (Arkitekt, 1949) 

 

                                                
1040 Ömer Erbil, “Çöplük Sarayı,” http://www.radikal.com.tr/kultur/copluk-sarayi-1099170/ (Accessed 3 
September 2017) 
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Figure 139: Istanbul Palace of Justice, 1955. (www.mimarlikmuzesi.org)  

 

Figure 140: A 1942 study for the palace of justice by Prost or one of his collaborators. Note 
the similarity between this study and Eldem-Onat plan. (IFA/AA, Fonds Prost) 
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Figure 141: Turkish-Islamic Arts Museum, former İbrahim Paşa Palace. (Photograph: 
Author) 
   

Conclusion 

 Urban modernization, national identity, and a complex constellation of local dynamics 

intersected the controversy over İbrahim Paşa Palace in particular, and the question of 

historical preservation in general. In the debates that erupted over the fate of historical 

monuments, public figures and institutions accused one another either of being disrespectful 

to historical heritage or of retarding the modernization of Istanbul. Taken to the extreme, the 

two parties saw one another as blind imitators of European urbanism, and reactionaries or 

anti-modernists, respectively. Preservationists were unable to convince many people that the 

interest in historical monuments was by no means an anti-modern position; that historical 

preservation was, to a large extent, a product of modernity, or, as Miles Glendinning put it, “a 

stepchild of progress.”1041  

                                                
1041 Miles Glendinning, The Conservation Movement: A History of Architectural Preservation (New York: 
Routledge, 2013), 1-6. “The history of conservation, above all, has been about exploiting the past for useful 
modern purposes, especially as a way of underpinning or counterbalancing the drive for modern progress and for 
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 The debates over the historical patrimony of Istanbul perfectly encapsulated the 

dilemmas of the search for a proper national identity during the early republic: proving the 

archaic roots of the nation while distinguishing the new regime from its immediate 

predecessor, the Ottoman Empire; preserving Byzantine heritage as a statement of the desire 

to partake in the “civilized world,” while associating it with the countries that had recently 

staked claims over Istanbul (Greece and Russia); committing the new regime to secularism 

while funneling resources predominantly to Muslim monuments. As a result, the question of 

what constituted historical heritage triggered endless debates. Local actors and institutions 

played a major role in these debates, and in shaping the politics and practices of architectural 

preservation.    

 The effective use of local newspapers was crucial in drawing popular support during 

the struggles over historical monuments. The controversy over İbrahim Paşa Palace, after all, 

began with a newspaper article published by a local architect, Sedat Çetintaş, and mostly 

unfolded in public, on newspaper pages. A recent collection of Çetintaş’s publications shows 

that he devoted 43 newspaper articles to the issue of İbrahim Paşa Palace between 1938 and 

1953.1042 Çetintaş also published a booklet on İbrahim Paşa Palace full of his drawings and 

photographs of the building.1043 What began as his personal struggle turned into a huge public 

debate, earning Çetintaş the conflicting reputations of being, at once, a committed and 

industrious Turkish architect, and a blind preservationist of ruins at the expense of modern 

                                                                                                                                                   
rational control of the world.” Ibid., 3. Also see François Choay, The Invention of Historic Monument, trans. by 
Lauren M. O'Connel (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 2001).  
1042 Sedat Çetintaş, İstanbul ve Mimari Yazıları (Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu, 2011). For articles on the palace 
that appeared during the controversy, see Zarif Orgun, “İbrahim Paşa Sarayı,” Arkitekt 99-100 (1939): 55-59, 
and A.M. Schneider, “Das Serai des İbrahim Pascha am At Meidan zu Konstantinopel,” Revue Historique du 
Sud-est Européen, XVIII (Bucharest: 1941): 131-136. For a monograph of the palace, see Nurhan Atasoy, 
İbrahim Paşa Sarayı (İstanbul: İstanbul Üniversitesi Edebiyat Fakültesi Yayınları, 1972). Atasoy argues that the 
İbrahim Paşa Palace had originally been larger than all those buildings such as the former prison that were 
subject to debate in the 1930s and 1940s. Ibid. 159.  
1043 “Mimar Sedad Çetintaşın Verdiği Konferans,” Cumhuriyet, March 3, 1941. Sedat Çetintaş, Saray ve 
Kervansaraylarımız Arasında İbrahimpaşa Sarayı (İstanbul: Cumhuriyet Matbaası, 1939). In this booklet, 
Çetintaş argues that the Topkapı Palace was in fact a complex of kiosks, and, therefore, İbrahim Paşa Palace was 
the only real Turkish palace of the classical period that survived into the twentieth century.  
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projects. The uncompromising architect spared few from his wrath, acrimoniously criticizing 

ministers, prosecutors, intellectuals, and fellow architects alike. One of his targets was Henri 

Prost.1044 No matter how the French architect and urban planner sought to stay away from 

public debates, and leave sensitive decisions over historical monuments to local actors, he 

could hardly avoid criticism, and, at times, outright attacks.1045 His vision of modern 

urbanism often clashed with the demands and sensibilities of local actors. The next chapter 

explores the checkered history of Henri Prost’s Istanbul years, and the vibrant debates over 

the modernization of the city from his arrival in 1936 onwards. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
1044 He accused Prost of privileging Byzantine monuments over Turkish ones in his proposal for an 
Archaeological Zone. Sedat Çetintaş, “İbrahimpaşa Sarayı Tarihe Karışırken,” Cumhuriyet, August 2, 1939. 
Also see Sedat Çetintaş, Saray ve Kervansaraylarımız Arasında İbrahimpaşa Sarayı (İstanbul: Cumhuriyet 
Matbaası, 1939), 39.   
1045 In 1940, Tasvir-i Efkar newspaper congratulated the authorities for the completion of the Üsküdar 
Courthouse. Even though the former courthouse of Üsküdar was burnt after the Palace of Justice, the report 
argued, it was rebuilt earlier “thanks to the absence of Prost’s interventions and of İbrahim Paşa Palace.” “Aferin 
Üsküdar’a!” Tasvir-i Efkar, June 5, 1940.  
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Chapter 6: Euphoria into Discontent (1936-1949)  

New squares have been opened in my far-off city, 
Since I’ve been thrown into jail. 

Nâzım Hikmet, 19471046 

   

Introduction 

On March 3, 1938, satirical journal Akbaba published a cartoon that featured two men, 

one saying comprehensive urban interventions would start on April 1, and the other 

responding sardonically: “Could it be a puvason davril (April Fool)?”1047 (Figure 142) For 

about three decades, people of Istanbul had heard of grandiose proposals and endless debates 

over urban modernization. The cartoon perfectly conveys their skepticism about further talk 

and their desire to see concrete projects. But this time, the news in question signified a new 

chapter in the modern history of Istanbul. As we have seen in Chapter 2, the Istanbul 

Municipality had made considerable advances to overcome the legal and financial challenges 

that had precluded the advent of modern urbanism (see Chapter 2). Also, fulfilling the 

decades-old quest for planned urbanization, the municipality had hired the French architect 

Henri Prost in 1936. By the time the cartoon was published, Prost had been working on his 

plan proposal for several months, and was expected to submit it for approval soon.  

                                                
1046 From Nazım Hikmet’s poem “Ben İçeri Düştüğümden Beri” (Since I’ve been thrown into jail), written 
while the great modernist poet was serving a twelve-year long sentence (1938-1950) in Bursa Prison on the 
charge of provoking military students for a communist uprising. For an English translation of the poem, see 
Poems of Nazim Hikmet, trans. from Turkish by Randy Blasing and Mutlu Konuk (New York: Persea Books, 
2002), 123-125 (translated as “Since I was thrown inside.”)  
1047 Akbaba, March 3, 1938.  
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Figure 142: Akbaba, March 3, 1938. 

 

At once euphoric and restless, many public figures welcomed the prospects of actual 

physical transformation. Yunus Nadi rhetorically asked in Cumhuriyet whether there existed 

anyone that did not think the modernization of Istanbul to be one of Turkey’s most important 

projects.1048 Arguing that the current state of the city was a disgrace to the republic, he urged 

for swift action. However, the urban modernization of Istanbul could be anything but swift. 

Although the municipality had acquired several new sources of revenue since 1923 (see 

Chapter 2), the municipal budget was still a far cry from meeting the enormous expenses of 

expropriation and construction.1049 In legal terms, the position of the municipality vis-à-vis 

the Directorate of Endowments had considerably improved during the same period, but the 

vakıf still constituted an important form of property ownership to negotiate with. As the 

                                                
1048 Yunus Nadi, “ İstanbulun Modern Bir Ma’murluğa Ulaştırılması İşi,” Cumhuriyet, August 9, 1937. 
1049 Hüseyin Şükrü Baban, a professor of economics, showed that the budget of Istanbul Municipality was five 
to six times less than those of some European cities that had almost the same population: 7 million liras vs 38 
(Munich), 40 (Cologne), and 46 (Budapest) million liras. Profesör Hüseyin Şükrü Baban, “Serbest Fikirler: 
Belediye Hizmetlerini Tam Yapabilmek İçin,” Cumhuriyet, February 26, 1942.  
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Chapter 5 has shown, urban interventions were likely to overlap with historical monuments, 

which could disrupt them.       

Henri Prost was fully aware of these persisting challenges. Earlier in his career, he had 

taken an active part in the foundation of urbanism as a modern discipline at the Musée Social 

in Paris, where he developed an acute awareness of the legal and financial dimensions of 

urban interventions. From the 1910s onwards, Prost supervised the planning of many cities in 

Morocco, France, and Belgium, which equipped him with a rich experience of negotiating 

with the complexities of different contexts. As he studied the legal, financial, and patrimonial 

dynamics of urbanism in Istanbul, Prost became convinced that the modernization of the city 

would be a long and arduous project. From the beginning, he emphasized that his plan would 

envision the city of half a century later, and advised long-term vision instead of swift 

solutions to age-old urban problems.1050   

As we will see below, the opening of the Eminönü Square, the first major urban 

intervention he supervised, proved Prost right. The Directorate of Endowments refused to 

waive vakıf properties in Eminönü without due payment. Property owners and shopkeepers 

that were unwilling to leave the commercial heart of Istanbul objected to the expropriation 

rates and sued the municipality. The proposal to demolish a seventeenth century monument 

led to public controversy, and eventually failed.1051 The result was never-ending micro 

projects, half-demolished buildings, disruption of commerce, soaring rents, piles of rubble, 

dust, dirt, and mud.    

Other projects came with their own crises; their own constellations of similar 

financial, legal, and patrimonial challenges. It was not rare, for example, that some property 

owners that had consented the expropriation rates sued the municipality for they had not 

                                                
1050 “Ne pas oublier que nous travaillons pour un avenir d’au moins cinquante (50) ans.” IFA/AA, Fonds Prost, 
343 AA 9/2, (undated report on the palace of justice project). 
1051 See Chapter 5.  
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received any payment.1052 The Second World War also took a heavy toll on Turkish economy 

and the availability of construction material, leading to further suspensions of urban projects. 

The euphoria for urban modernization in the mid-1930s evolved into popular discontent with 

the perpetual disruption of daily life by the early 1940s. In satirical cartoons, for example, 

mud became a metonym for the Eminönü area and for urban projects in general.1053 Public 

opinion was split on multiple fronts. Some accused the municipality, others put the blame on 

legal regulations and greedy property owners, and still others made Prost the scapegoat for all 

the crises of urban transformation. Also, while some public figures fully supported the 

wartime urban interventions, others condemned them, demanding any resource available to be 

channeled for national defense.    

Despite so many impasses, criticisms, and court cases, the Istanbul Municipality did 

carry out a number of significant urban interventions from the late 1930s onwards, such as 

two modern squares, a major thoroughfare cutting across the city from the south to the north, 

several new parks and public buildings, and many other, relatively less prominent public 

spaces. In this chapter, I scrutinize the negotiations between diverse visions of modern 

urbanism that informed the transformations of Istanbul, particular focusing on the encounters 

between Henri Prost, Istanbul Municipality, and various local actors and institutions. The 

chapter demonstrates that the local actors and institutions played a crucial role in this new 

period of planned urbanism. As Henri Prost and the municipality supervised the planning and 

execution of urban projects, the local press vigilantly monitored it, functioning as a channel 

for Istanbul’s residents to voice their demands and oppositions.    

The chapter begins by charting Henri Prost’s intellectual background and previous 

planning experiences that shaped his proposals for the urban modernization of Istanbul. 
                                                
1052 “Belediyenin Borçları. İstimlak Parası Ödenmeyenler Belediye Mallarına Haciz Koyuyorlar,” Cumhuriyet, 
April 14, 1946. 
1053 A cartoon featured a blind man asking whether he is in Eminönü when he feels pressing on a muddy puddle. 
Akbaba, January 4, 1940. Another featured two men, one complaining that his street was full of mud, the other 
responding:”Congratulations! It means urban modernization has arrived in your street.” Akbaba, April 18, 1940.  
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Following an overview of the Prost Plan, I trace the roots of its micro projects, and argue that 

the Prost Plan was, in fact, a codification of proposals that had already been formulated at the 

local level. The rest of the chapter focuses on a number of projects for public squares and 

parks, which perfectly illustrated the challenges and controversies of modern urbanism in 

Istanbul. First of all, I explore the crisis of the Eminönü Square project, the most onerous and 

controversial of all urban interventions during the early republic. Secondly, I examine the 

debates over the transformation of the Bosphorus area, and two specific projects (a public 

square and a public park) in the district of Beşiktaş along the lower shores of the strait. 

Finally, I focus on the Taksim Square-Gezi Park project and its relationship to the adjacent 

Park 2, the large green space including a number of newly introduced cultural and sports 

facilities. By the late 1940s, the area between Taksim and the end of Park 2 in Dolmabahçe 

along the Bosphorus had transformed into an enclave of modern city, while the rest of 

Istanbul continued to grapple with myriad urban issues. This duality led to a split in public 

opinion, pitting those that praised the municipality for endowing Istanbul with long-desired 

modern spaces against others that lambasted it for spending its limited resources on these 

projects while many neighborhoods lacked basic infrastructure. The chapter concludes with a 

brief outline of the new directions in urbanism that emerged by the late 1940s, which, I argue, 

represent the symbolic end of the early republican period around 1949.   

 

The Prost Plan: Codifying the Local 

As we have seen in Chapter 4, Hermann Ehlgoetz won the competition of plan 

proposals organized by the municipality in 1934, but the German architect never took up a 

post in Istanbul. Instead, in 1936, the municipality turned to Henri Prost, and proposed him to 

prepare a master plan, which initiated a fifteen-year long collaboration. The persistent interest 

in Prost is noteworthy given that the French architect had declined to join the 1933-1934 
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competition. We know that the municipality was aware of Prost’s brilliant career and wide 

range of experience including the planning of Moroccan cities, which had faced similar 

challenges of urbanism as Istanbul.1054 In this section, I will highlight those features of Prost’s 

intellectual background and previous experiences that informed his interdisciplinary approach 

to planning Istanbul, such as his interest in the issues of hygiene and reform in legal codes 

regulating property ownership and expropriation. I then turn to the major goals and projects of 

the Prost Plan, demonstrating that many of these projects had long been in circulation in 

Istanbul. Also, the complex and conflicting interests in the urban modernization of Istanbul 

pit Prost against many local actors, a recurrent theme that will inform the rest of this chapter.     

A Beaux-Arts educated architect, Prost received the prestigious Grand Prix de Rome 

in 1902. In Rome, he became part of a circle of fellow architects, who developed interest in 

urbanism during their fellowship period, and rose to prominence as urban planners over the 

next few decades.1055 For Prost, another fateful outcome of his fellowship term involved the 

beginning of his interest in Istanbul. Forcing the fellowship requirements at the expense of 

tense exchanges with the Beaux-Arts, he spent several months in the city in 1905 working on 

Hagia Sophia. (Figure 143) Due to the academy’s reluctance to fund his further studies in 

Istanbul, Prost secured funding from a different French institution (Académie des Inscriptions 

et Belles-Lettres), and returned to the city in 1906. He devoted six months to the 

reconstitution of Hagia Sophia and its vicinity after their sixth century state, hoping to attain a 

preliminary direction toward the lost plan of Byzantine Constantinople, an aspiration that 

represented his transition to urbanism.1056 

                                                
1054 Osman Nuri Ergin, Cumhuriyet ve İstanbul Mahalli İdaresi (İstanbul: Türk Anonim Şirketi, 1933), 40-41.  
1055 Tony Garnier, Léon Jaussely, Ernst Hébrard, and Prost all laid the foundations of their careers as urban 
planners in Rome as academy fellows. Paul Rabinow, French Modern: Norms and Forms of the Social 
Environment (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 1989), 217.  
1056 Pierre Pinon, “Henri Prost: Paris’ten Roma’ya, Fas’tan İstanbul’a - Henri Prost: From Paris and Rome to 
Morocco and Istanbul,” 23, in İmparatorluk Başkentinden Cumhuriyet’in Modern Kentine: Henri Prost’un 
İstanbul Planlaması = From the Imperial Capital to the Republican Modern City : Henri Post's Planning of 
Istanbul, (1936- 1951), eds. Cana Bilsel and Pierre Pinon (İstanbul: İstanbul Araştırmaları Enstitüsü, 2010), 15-
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Figure 143: Henri Prost, Hagia Sophia plan perspective (IFA/AA – via Bilsel and Pinon) 

 

Upon returning to Paris, Prost became affiliated with the Musée Social. This was 

another critical step shaping his career as an urban planner. Founded in 1894, the Musée 

Social was a prestigious non-governmental research organization that attracted many reform-

minded scientists, technocrats, and intellectuals.1057 Urbanism was a major branch of research 

at the organization for it intersected with many areas of social reform such as housing and 

transportation. An interdisciplinary enterprise par excellence, the Musée Social fostered a 

comprehensive notion of urbanism, one that went beyond physical planning and encompassed 

diverse issues of legal system, economy, and municipal administration. Most importantly, 

public hygiene stood at the core of urbanism at the organization. Fuelled by a deep-rooted 

anxiety of degeneration and search for racial perfection, public hygiene was a major area of 

                                                                                                                                                   
47; Paul Rabinow, French Modern: Norms and Forms of the Social Environment (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT 
Press, 1989), 217. For Prost’s hypothetical restitutions of Hagia Sophia and its vicinity, see Pierre Pinon, 
“Ayasofya - Hagia Sophia,” 235-243 in the same 2010 volume. 
1057 For the Musée Social, see Janet R. Horne, A Social Laboratory for Modern France: The Musée Social and 
the Rise of the Welfare State (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2002).  
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research in early twentieth century France.1058 It was no coincidence that the most decisive 

steps toward the institutionalization of modern French urbanism were taken under the 

framework of the Musée Sociale’s Section on Urban and Rural Hygiene (SURH), founded in 

1907. Consisting of ninety eight technocrats, bureaucrats, and professors of medicine (almost 

one third of the entire Musée Social members), the SURH had two sub-divisions, one 

researching urban problems and proposing solutions, and the other preparing drafts for legal 

reform according to these proposals.1059 Under the leading turn-of-the-century urban planner 

Eugène Hénard’s supervision, the SURH pushed for the improvement of air circulation, 

natural illumination of buildings, and open and green spaces (espaces libres and espaces 

verts). With the Musée Social’s full support, for example, Hénard led a major campaign for 

the transformation of Paris city walls into a green belt in 1908.1060 

 Some of the key themes that defined the Prost Plan, which we will discuss below, are 

rooted in the architect’s affiliation with the Musée Social: public hygiene, zoning, emphasis 

on and drafts for legal reform, and, more specifically, the proposed transformation of land 

walls. Also, Prost was a founding member and later president of the Société Française des 

Urbanistes (SFU), the first professional union of urban planners founded in 1911.1061 He and 

his fellow SFU architects/urban planners soon rose to prominence, disseminating the ideas 

and principles formulated at the Musée Social around the world: Alfred Agache in Canberra, 

Rio de Janeiro, and Istanbul; Ernest Hébrard in Salonica and Hanoi; Léon Jaussely in Ankara; 

and Prost in Moroccan cities and Istanbul. They represented a particular school of modern 
                                                
1058 Fabiola López-Durán, Eugenics in the Garden: Transatlantic Architecture and the Crafting of Modernity 
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 2018), 44-52.    
1059 Janet R. Horne, A Social Laboratory for Modern France: The Musée Social and the Rise of the Welfare 
State (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2002), 254.  
1060 In 1919, the French Parliament legislated the law on the planning, extension, and beautification of cities 
(Cornudet Law), drafted by the SURH. The law made it mandatory for every French city with a population of 
10,000 or more people to adopt a master plan, the same clause that would feature in the Turkish Municipalities 
Law of 1930. Ibid., 264-265.    
1061 In response to the needs of French cities damaged by German attacks during the First World War, the SFU 
architects undertook a book project on the rebuilding of destroyed cities, which could possibly inspire Prost in 
Istanbul, a city with large swaths of fire-stricken areas. Alfred Agache, Marcel Auburtin, Edouard Redont, and 
Georges Risler, Comment Reconstruitre Nos Cités Détruites (Paris: Libraire Armand Colin, 1916).   
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urbanism, one that developed rational planning solutions to complex urban problems. 

Comprehensive interdisciplinary research lied at the core of the SURH school. Prost and his 

colleagues had their feet very much on the ground, seeking for optimum designs according to 

particular financial, legal, socio-economic, and political circumstances. In this respect, they 

were fundamentally different from the avant-garde architects of the 1920s championed by Le 

Corbusier. Radicalism, futuristic visions, and strict universalism of the avant-garde were all at 

odds with the rationalism and the contextual flexibility of the architects/urban planners that 

represented the SURH school.  

 In 1910, Prost won the competition to design the Belgian city of Anvers. Just as in 

contemporary Paris, the major challenge in Anvers involved the transformation of the city 

walls, a challenge that the French architect would face again in Istanbul.1062 As he worked on 

Anvers, Prost actively collaborated with local authorities, and, unlike his colleagues, listened 

to the demands and concerns of ordinary people. It was Prost’s fresh perspective to move 

urbanism from its technical and theoretical insularity to a more socially interactive level. He 

granted agency to the denizens of Anvers in the transformation of their own city, rather than 

treating them as passive subjects of a technocratic vision.1063 Rabinow points out that Prost’s 

interest in local perspectives served a socially conservative agenda, which aspired to 

reproduce social differences instead of eliminating them.1064  

It was precisely his socially conservative urbanism that drew the attention of Hubert 

Lyautey, the governor-general of Morocco under the French Protectorate, who promoted the 

colonialist rhetoric of respect to the existing structures of colonized societies, seeking to 

                                                
1062 Jean-Louis Cohen, “Büyük Peyzajlardan Metropollere: Henri Prost - From Grand Landscapes to 
Metropolises: Henri Prost,” 51, in İmparatorluk Başkentinden Cumhuriyet’in Modern Kentine: Henri Prost’un 
İstanbul Planlaması = From the Imperial Capital to the Republican Modern City : Henri Post's Planning of 
Istanbul, (1936- 1951) eds. Cana Bilsel and Pierre Pinon (İstanbul: İstanbul Araştırmaları Enstitüsü, 2010), 49-
70; Paul Rabinow, French Modern: Norms and Forms of the Social Environment (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT 
Press, 1989), 238. 
1063 Ibid., 239.  
1064 Ibid., 242. 
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associate with rather than assimilate them.1065 Upon the recommendation of his contacts at the 

Musée Social, Lyautey recruited Prost in 1913.1066 In the next nine years, Prost drafted plans 

for almost every major Moroccan city: Casablanca, Fez, Rabat, Marrakesh, and Meknes. 

During this period, Prost did not simply lay the physical foundations of twentieth century 

Moroccan cities. He also played a significant role in the comprehensive legal reform that 

made it compulsory for Moroccan cities to adopt a master plan, regulating, at the same time, 

the issues of expropriation, building heights, and urban expansion. Prost successfully faced 

the challenge of interpreting the Musée Social’s principles of hygiene and urbanism from the 

perspective of Lyautey’s politics of association. His successes in Morocco made him a well-

respected urban planner back home; a key protagonist of the conversation between colonial 

and metropolitan urbanism during the 1920s, reimporting, for example, functional zoning to 

France from Morocco.1067 After leading regional planning in the Var Department of the 

Provence-Alpes-Côte d'Azur region, Prost took over the planning bureau of the Paris region 

in 1928. His objective of reorganizing rather than expanding the urban area in the Paris region 

would also be a fundamental objective that informed his Istanbul Plan.1068    

Prost’s international reputation was at its peak in 1933 when Istanbul Municipality 

invited him to join the competition for planning the city.1069 Prost declined the invitation due 

to his busy schedule in Paris, but made an effort in his response to show enthusiasm for 

                                                
1065 For a classical study, see Raymond Betts, Assimilation and Association in French Colonial Theory 1890-
1914 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1961).  
1066 For Prost’s Morocco experience, see Jean-Louis Cohen and Monique Eleb, Casablanca, Colonial Myths, 
Architectural Ventures (New York: Monacelli Press, 2003); Gwendolyn Wright, The Politics of Design in 
French Colonial Urbanism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991) (Chapter 3: Morocco: Modernization 
and Preservation).  
1067 Ibid., 107. 
1068 Jean-Louis Cohen, “Büyük Peyzajlardan Metropollere: Henri Prost - From Grand Landscapes to 
Metropolises: Henri Prost,” 62.  
1069 See Chapter 4. In fact, the municipality emphasized that this was not a competition for plan, but a 
competition for “opinions and points of view” (fikir ve noktai nazar müsabakası) that adressed the issues of 
urbanism and urban transformation of Istanbul. Letter dated 28 February 1933, IFA/AA, Fonds Prost, 343 AA 
8/4.  
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planning Istanbul and to leave the door open for future engagement.1070 Scholars have debated 

why the municipality recruited Prost in 1936 without any competition although it had elected 

Ehlgoetz’s plan proposal only two years ago.1071 We know that Mustafa Kemal Paşa and 

Hubert Lyautey exchanged friendly letters in the early 1920s, at a time when Prost had built a 

solid reputation in Morocco.1072 Had the French governor-general ever mentioned his brilliant 

urban planner in these letters? Or, had anyone in the mid-1930s’ Istanbul remembered Prost’s 

Hagia Sophia studies of almost three decades before?1073 Did his experience in tackling with 

the complex legal and social dynamics of Moroccan cities play a role in his recruitment as the 

planner of Istanbul, a city with similarly complexities? In 1933, Édouard Renard, the prefect 

of the Seine, wrote a letter to Turkish ambassador to France, Suat Davaz, recommending 

Prost for the planning of Istanbul.1074 Was it this letter that triggered the Turkish interest in 

recruiting Prost? Or, was it President Atatürk who pushed for a re-invitation to Prost in 

1935?1075 We simply do not know. After all, the rationale of the municipality or the 

government to hire Prost matters less for the present study than how his background and 

                                                
1070 In his first response, Prost requested time to see whether he could arrange his schedule for a travel to 
Istanbul. Letter dated 8 March 1933. IFA/AA, Fonds Prost, 343 AA 8/4. In his second letter, Prost said: “With 
great regret, I am in a situation which makes it impossible to come to Istanbul immediately. My regret is even 
greater considering that, having lived there for more than eighteen months, I know your beautiful city for many 
years. Also, the problems of urbanism in Istanbul are not unfamiliar to me.” Letter dated 3 June 1933. IFA/AA, 
Fonds Prost, 343 AA 8/4. 
1071 İpek Akpınar, “İstanbul’u Yeniden İnşa Etmek: 1937 Henri Prost Planı,” 111, in Cumhuriyet’in Mekanları, 
Zamanları, İnsanları, ed. Elvan Altan Ergut and Bilge İmamoğlu (Ankara: Dipnot Yayınları, 2010), 107-124; 
Cana Bilsel, “Henri Prost’un İstanbul Planlaması (1936-1951): Nazım Planlar ve Kentsel Operasyonlarla Kentin 
Yapısal Dönüşümü - Henri Prost’s Planning Works in Istanbul (1936-1951): Transforming the Structure of a 
City through Master Plans and Urban Operations,” 106-107, in İmparatorluk Başkentinden Cumhuriyet’in 
Modern Kentine: Henri Prost’un İstanbul Planlaması = From the Imperial Capital to the Republican Modern 
City : Henri Post's Planning of Istanbul, (1936- 1951), eds. Cana Bilsel and Pierre Pinon (İstanbul: İstanbul 
Araştırmaları Enstitüsü, 2010), 101-165.  
1072 Fuat Pekin, Atatürk et Lyautey (Paris [?]: Fondation Lyautey, 1961). 
1073 We know that, in 1940, Aziz Ogan, the director of the CPOM and the Istanbul Archaeological Museum, 
demanded Prost’s Hagia Sophia studies for consultation. IFA/AA, Fonds Prost, 343 AA 9/1 
1074 Letter dated 2 November 1933, IFA/AA, Fonds Prost, 343 AA 8/4. 
1075 In an interview, Aron Angel, Turkish architect who served as Prost’s assistant, claimed that Atatürk was 
directly involved, but there is no record of the president’s personal intervention. Mathilde-Pinon Demirçivi, 
“Mimar ve Şehirci Aron Angel ile Söyleşi - Interview with Architect and Town Planner Aron Angel,” 220-222, 
in İmparatorluk Başkentinden Cumhuriyet’in Modern Kentine: Henri Prost’un İstanbul Planlaması = From the 
Imperial Capital to the Republican Modern City : Henri Post's Planning of Istanbul, (1936- 1951), eds. Cana 
Bilsel and Pierre Pinon (İstanbul: İstanbul Araştırmaları Enstitüsü, 2010), 219-231. Also see Chapter 4, footnote 
590.    
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experiences fed into his career in Istanbul, and his interactions with the local agents of 

urbanism.     

It took Prost more than a year-long research to submit the first and most critical part of 

his tripartite plan in 1938, which proposed an urban transformation scheme for the European 

section of Istanbul (the other two involved the Anatolian and Bosphorus sections, proposed in 

1939 and 1948, respectively).1076 (Figures 144 and 145) As he conducted research, Prost also 

sought to ensure that the plan would be applicable from a legal point of view. As a Musée 

Social architect, he was fully aware of the need to appropriate the existing legal framework of 

urban property for the success of the master plan. Six months before submitting his plan to the 

municipality, Prost had submitted a draft for legal reform on urbanism to the Ministry of 

Interior.1077 The draft was based on his experiences in France and Morocco, Prost 

emphasized, and it was a prerequisite for the planned transformation of Istanbul. He proposed 

mechanisms to regulate expropriation and prevent land speculation. The existing Turkish law 

stipulated the return of the expropriated property to its owner if the process was not concluded 

within a year following the expropriation announcement. Prost repeatedly emphasized that a 

comprehensive urban transformation of Istanbul would take several years, and urged the 

Turkish authorities to enable the municipality and other relevant institutions to expropriate a 

property within fifteen or more years following the announcement. He argued that, if the 

property owners obtained construction permits, expropriation costs would reach spectacular 

levels, making it impossible to pay for them, and automatically nullifying the plan.  

                                                
1076 Cana Bilsel, Pierre Pinon, and İpek Akpınar have undertaken detailed formal analyses of the Prost Plan. 
Cana Bilsel and Pierre Pinon eds., İmparatorluk Başkentinden Cumhuriyet’in Modern Kentine: Henri Prost’un 
İstanbul Planlaması, = From the Imperial Capital to the Republican Modern City: Henri Post's Planning of 
Istanbul (1936- 1951) (İstanbul: İstanbul Araştırmaları Enstitüsü, 2010); Cana Bilsel, “Remodelling the Imperial 
Capital in the Early Republican Era: the Representation of History in Henri Prost’s Planning of Istanbul,” in 
Power and Culture: Identity, Ideology, Representation, eds. Jonathan Osmond and Ausma Cimdiņa (Pisa: Plus-
Pisa University Press, 2007), 95-115; İpek Akpınar, “The Rebuilding of Istanbul after the Plan of Henri Prost 
1937-1960: From Secularisation to Turkish Modernisation,” (Ph.D Diss., Bartlett School of Graduate Studies, 
University of London, 2003).     
1077 For Prost’s notes and correspondences regarding legal regulations, see IFA/AA, Fonds Prost, 343 AA 6/2, 
Les Transformations d’Istanbul, II, Legislation.  
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Figure 144: Henri Prost, 1937 Plan for the European part of Istanbul (IFA/AA) 

 

 

Figure 145: The program for urban transformation between 1943-1953 according to the Prost 
Plan. Note the purple shaded port area along the Marmara Sea (IFA/AA) 
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 Prost often resorted to a medical metaphor to describe the nature of his plan for 

Istanbul: surgical operation.1078 Reorganization, not expansion, was the ultimate ideal in this 

overextended city consisting of poorly connected settlements, which were themselves full of 

either large burnt areas or dense residential fabrics. The Prost Plan proposed a network of 

large boulevards to ensure effective circulation of vehicles through far distant sections of the 

city. It also proposed three enormous public parks, which served another major objective: 

promoting public hygiene through recreation. (Figure 146) The Park 1 would stretch toward 

the land walls in the west, including botanical gardens and zoos, and connecting to the sports 

zone crowned by a stadium. Moreover, Prost declared the entire tip of the Istanbul peninsula 

sloping down the Topkapı Palace an Archaeological Park, a green space where the findings of 

excavations would be displayed on site. Finally, the entire strip from the Dolmabahçe Palace 

up to the Taksim Square would be the Park 2, which would feature cultural centers. In 

addition to circulation and hygiene, the third concern of the Prost Plan was aesthetic. 

Nowhere in the plan did Prost’s Beaux-Arts training manifest itself more clearly than the 

issue of urban aesthetics, a key component of which involved the creation of perspectives for 

historical monuments by leaving them at the intersection of streets. Also, drawing on his 

experiences in Morocco and France, Prost sought to promote the principle of functional 

zoning in Istanbul. His plan separated residential neighborhoods from the industrial and 

commercial areas, and proposed the concentration of higher education, medical, and sports 

services in distinct zones. 

                                                
1078 “Urbanism in Istanbul is analogous to surgical operation: transforming a former capital city in a major 
social flux rather than creating a new city. It has been a serious difficulty to open new streets and build new 
settlements without interrupting the existing commercial, industrial, and social activities, and, at the same time, 
protecting its peerless landscape and celebrated monuments.” From the text of the lecture Henri Prost gave at the 
Académie des Beaux-Arts in 17 September 1947, IFA/AA, Fonds Prost, 343 AA 8/3.  
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Figure 146: Detail of the 1943-1953 program. Note the purple shaded port in lower left, 
adjacent to the green belt surrounding the city walls. Also note the three parks of the Prost 
Plan (Park 1, The Archaeological Park, and Park 2), the already existing Yıldız Park to the 
north, the red shaded residential area along the Marmara Sea, and Haydarpaşa in the 
Anatolian part. [IFA/AA]  
 

 All these overarching concerns responded well to the local demands and proposals that 

had long been in circulation. We saw in Chapter 2 how local critics had unanimously pointed 

to the overextension of the city and the need to connect various urban enclaves stretching 

along the Bosphorus with the center.1079 The link between open spaces and public hygiene 

had also been at the forefront of local debates as early as the mid-1920s.1080 Also, from the 

1920s onwards, several local commentators had written about the merits of zoning or the 

functional segregation of urban space, a key feature of the Prost Plan.1081 Articles about 

                                                
1079 See Chapter 2. 
1080 See Chapter 3.  
1081 Celal Esad, “İstanbul´u Nasıl İmar Etmeli? VI” Tanin, February 28, 1923; “Süreyya Paşa´nın Layihası,” 
İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası 3 (November 1924), 53-57; Naci Cemal, “Şehirlerin Mıntıkalara Ayrılması ve 
Tertibi,” Mimar 45-46 (September-October 1934), 290-291. Osman Nuri even argued that the Ottomans had 



 
 

433 

zoning in European and American cities appeared in local print media.1082 There had even 

been concrete attempts to introduce functional zones, exemplified by the project to establish 

an industrial district bringing together small-scale manufacturers.1083   

The conversation between the plan and the local perspectives for urban modernization 

went beyond these overarching principles. As a matter of fact, many of the individual projects 

Prost proposed had long been in circulation in the local public sphere. Osman Nuri Ergin, 

senior municipality bureaucrat and leading scholar of Istanbul’s municipal history, was 

perhaps the first to point out the similarities between the Prost Plan and proposals of the past 

several decades.1084 His following remarks on André Auric’s 1911 proposals (see Chapter 4) 

suggests that the major streets and public squares to be opened in Istanbul were so obvious 

that any expert would propose the same projects: “The streets and public squares Auric 

proposed were not different from what any expert would have proposed. Even his Yenikapı-

Unkapanı and Aksaray-Beyazıt arteries are exactly the same as today’s [Prost] plan.”1085 

The relocation of the port was by far the most critical question of Istanbul’s urban 

modernization, and, by the time Prost arrived in 1936, local commentators had extensively 

debated every single possible alternative.1086 The location of the port was likely to inform 

several other key interventions such as the central train station and a major boulevard, which 

were to ensure the effective circulation of commodities across the country and within the city, 

respectively. Foreign architects that worked on urban transformation schemes in the 1930s 

relied on those proposals to relocate the port that had long circulated in the local print media. 

                                                                                                                                                   
actually observed zoning, a principle of modern urbanism, until the Tanzimat Period. Osman Nuri Ergin, 
Cumhuriyet ve İstanbul Mahalli İdaresi (İstanbul: Türk Anonim Şirketi, 1933), 36. 
1082 “Avrupa ve Amerikada Şehir İşleri,” İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası 77 (January 1931), 181-184.   
1083 “Bir Sanayi Mahallesi Tesisine Çalışılıyor,” Cumhuriyet, August 23, 1931.   
1084 He specifically brought up the Moltke Plan (see Chapter 4). Osman Nuri Ergin, İstanbulda İmar ve İskân 
Hareketleri (İstanbul: Bürhaneddin Matbaası, 1938), 32-33.  
1085 Ibid., 50.  
1086 For a selection, see Yunus Nadi, “İstanbul Limanı,” Cumhuriyet, October 22, 1929; “İstanbul Limanı, 
Haydarpaşada mı Haliçte mi Yapılmalı?” Cumhuriyet, March 21, 1935; Aka Gündüz, “Gününe Göre Arada Bir,” 
Tan, May 13, 1937; Mühendis Özgen, “İstanbul Nasıl İmar Edilir?” Tan, January 5, 1938; “İstanbul Limanı 
Nerede Tesis ve İnşa Edilmeli?” Tan, July 28, 1939.  
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For example, Hermann Ehlgoetz, the winner of the 1933 competition, supported one of the 

three most widely supported proposals: Haydarpaşa, which was located in the Asian shore of 

the Marmara Sea, not far from the terminus of the railway line connecting Istanbul with 

Anatolia. The jury report of the competition praised the proposal, criticizing the other two 

contestants, Alfred Agache and Jacques Lambert, for misplacing the port (in the European 

part of the city), which, it argued, led to the failure of their entire urban transformation 

schemes.1087 One of the other two widely supported proposals involved keeping the port in 

Eminönü-Sirkeci area at the confluence of the Bosphorus and the Golden Horn. The third 

proposed location was the European shore of the Marmara Sea between Yedikule and 

Bakırköy. Following German architect Martin Wagner among others, Prost opted for this 

third proposal.1088 (Figures 145 and 146) According to Prost, the port would be effectively 

connected to Yenikapı, which would serve as a transportation hub with international train and 

ferry stations. Yenikapı would also be the beginning of the major artery of the city, the 

Atatürk Boulevard, which would cut across the Istanbul Peninsula from south to north and, 

via the Atatürk Bridge, run until Taksim Square from where it would continue all the way to 

the upper Bosphorus. After years of debate, however, the port of Istanbul was relocated to 

Haydarpaşa. Because Istanbul had lost its European hinterland during the final decade of the 

Ottoman Empire, the proponents of Haydarpaşa argued, it was a national priority to improve 

the city’s links with Anatolia.1089 

 The relocation of the port to Yenikapı was only one of the many unimplemented 

proposals of the Prost Plan. Another was the Archaeological Park, a project Prost particularly 

cherished. (Figures 147 and 148) As we have seen, as a fellow at the French Academy in 

Rome, he had worked for several months on the hypothetical reconstitution of the sixth 

                                                
1087 See Chapter 4.   
1088 Fikret Adil, “İstanbul. Yeni Şehri Yapmak, Abideleri Korumak. Şehrin İmarı İçin İki Şey Lazım: Liman ve 
Kanun,” Tan, October 2, 1936. 
1089 “İstanbul Limanı, Haydarpaşada mı Haliç te mi Yapılmalı?” Cumhuriyet, March 21, 1935. 
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century state of Hagia Sophia and its vicinity. The Archaeological Park would allow 

potentially groundbreaking excavations at the heart of Byzantine Constantinople, 

symbolically linking the earliest phase of Prost’s career with his senior years. It would also 

keep Ottoman monuments in their place and turn the area into a green belt surrounding the 

Topkapı Palace and Sultanahmet Area. Prost pushed for the project until the very end of his 

tenure in Istanbul, seeking support from the UNESCO and Institut de France in the late 

1940s.1090 Ultimately, the massive expropriation costs deterred the local and national 

authorities from implementing the project. Whether the mixed Turkish attitudes vis-à-vis the 

Byzantine heritage, which we have seen in Chapter 5, also played a role is not clear. We can 

nevertheless glean signs of potential opposition from contemporary sources. “Is the 

Archaeological Park only for Byzantine patrimony according to Mr. Prost?” asked architect 

Sedat Çetintaş in a newspaper article in defense of Ottoman monuments, for example.1091 In a 

1947 lecture he gave at Académie des Beaux-Arts in Paris, Prost regretted the death of 

Atatürk, who, he said, having converted Hagia Sophia into a museum, would have supported 

the Archaeological Park project as well.1092 Prost was not, in fact, the progenitor of the 

project. Both Alfred Agache and Jacques Lambert, French planners that had attended the 

1933 plan competition, had proposed the transformation of the same area into an 

Archaeological Park.1093 James Houston Baxter of St. Andrews University, who excavated in 

Sultanahmet during the 1930s, had also proposed the same project before Prost’s arrival.1094  

                                                
1090 IFA/AA, 343 AA 9/6, Letter dated 14 November 1950. Also see the text of the lecture Henri Prost gave at 
the Académie des Beaux-Arts in 17 September 1947, IFA/AA, Fonds Prost, 343 AA 8/3. 
1091 Sedat Çetintaş, “İbrahimpaşa Sarayı Tarihe Karışırken,” Cumhuriyet, August 2, 1938.   
1092 IFA/AA, Fonds Prost, 343 AA 8/3, The text of the lecture Henri Prost gave at the Académie des Beaux-Arts 
in 17 September 1947.  
1093 Pierre Pinon, “Arkeoloji Parkı,” 289, in İmparatorluk Başkentinden Cumhuriyet’in Modern Kentine: Henri 
Prost’un İstanbul Planlaması = From the Imperial Capital to the Republican Modern City: Henri Post's 
Planning of Istanbul (1936- 1951), eds. Cânâ Bilsel and Pierre Pinon (İstanbul: İstanbul Araştırmaları Enstitüsü, 
2010), 289-302.  
1094 “Bizans Eserleri Bölgesi,” Tan, August 31, 1935.  
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Figure 147: The map of the Archaeological Park area (IFA/AA) 

 

 

Figure 148: Aerial photograph of the Archaeological Park area. [IFA/AA]  
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 The Prost Plan built on many other projects that had been around by the time the 

French architect arrived in 1936. The Atatürk Boulevard, a key element of the plan linking the 

northern and southern sections of Istanbul, was one example. As we have seen in Chapter 2, 

the idea of the boulevard went back to the 1910s, and the project had already started in the 

early 1920s. Prost fine-tuned the project and supervised its completion in the early 1940s. 

(Figure 149) Another example involved Prost’s proposal to turn the hills overlooking the 

Marmara Sea into residential neighborhoods, which the architecture students of the Fine Arts 

Academy had first brought up in the early 1930s, and Martin Wagner had elaborated on in the 

mid-1930s.1095 (Figure 146) Moreover, Prost built on Wagner’s proposal for a garden city 

project in the western suburb of Florya.1096 (Figure 150) Also noteworthy was Prost’s 

proposal to connect the northern sections of the city with the center via two major arteries, 

one running along the coast (Corniche Inférior), and the other cutting through the hills 

overlooking the Bosphorus (Corniche Supérior). Both projects had been on the table since the 

early 1920s. The coastal street project had already started before 1936.1097 Finally, even 

Prost’s metaphor of “surgical operation,” which described the logic of urban transformation in 

Istanbul, had been formulated before his arrival. In a newspaper article he published in 1923, 

Celal Esad had employed precisely the same metaphor (ameliye-i cerrahiye) to describe the 

method of urbanism in post-Ottoman Istanbul.1098  

                                                
1095 See Chapter 4. Fikret Adil, “İstanbul. Yeni Şehri Yapmak, Abideleri Korumak. Şehrin İmarı İçin İki Şey 
Lazım: Liman ve Kanun,” Tan, October 2, 1936. 
1096 For Wagner’s proposal, see Esra Akcan, “Ambiguities Of Transparency And Privacy In Seyfi Arkan’s 
Houses For The Turkish Republic,” 42, METU Journal of the Faculty of Architecture 22/2 (2005): 25-49.  
1097 “Boğaziçinin İmarı,” Cumhuriyet, April 20, 1931.  
1098 Celal Esad, “İstanbul’u Nasıl İmar Etmeli? II,” Tanin, February 11, 1923.  
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Figure 149: Atatürk Boulevard under construction, 1942. The Valens Aqueduct figures in the 
background.  [IFA/AA] 
 

 

Figure 150: Henri Prost, plan for Florya (IFA/AA) 
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 On the other hand, most of Prost’s original projects did not materialize. In addition to 

Archeological Park, the Park 1 also remained on paper. The stadium, which would be built 

adjacent to this park beyond the land walls, was eventually built in Dolmabahçe despite 

Prost’s opposition. The relocation was the product of the objections of local sports managers, 

critics, and bureaucrats on the grounds that the extramural location was far distant from the 

center.1099 Furthermore, relying on his experience in Paris and Anvers, Prost proposed to 

eliminate the land walls keeping only the towers, and to encircle the area with a green belt. 

Preservationists swiftly opposed the elimination of the walls, and ultimately, both projects 

failed.1100 In addition to these urban interventions, Prost also sought to promote a fundamental 

architectural principle: arcaded streets. Having experimented with it in Morocco, Prost 

recurrently emphasized the merits of arcaded streets in protecting pedestrians from rain and 

sunlight.1101 His detailed studies often featured streets and public squares surrounded by 

buildings with arcades. Prost also proposed the enlargement of some existing streets through 

arcades. For example, in the 1940s, newspapers frequently reported the project to carve up 

space from the first floor of buildings along the İstiklal Street for arcades.1102 This was yet 

another failed project. Arcaded streets never gained ground in Istanbul.1103 

 The legal, financial, and cultural dynamics of Istanbul led to the failure of many other 

proposals of the Prost Plan, from the project to turn Beyazıt into a cité universitaire to 

connecting Taksim and Karaköy via an underground tunnel. One of the failed projects 

involved the transfer of all tombs and cemeteries of Istanbul to the district of Eyüp, which 

would serve as the cité funeraire. This would eliminate a significant number of otherwise 

untouchable historical monuments, a major challenge for urban interventions. The cité 
                                                
1099 “İstanbulun İmarı İşi,” Cumhuriyet, December 27, 1937. 
1100 “İstanbul’un İmarı: Eyübün ve Boğaziçinin Planları Şehir Meclisine Verildi,” Cumhuriyet, March 29, 1941.  
1101 IFA/AA, 343 AA 6/1, Architecture, note. 31, 1937; 343 AA 8/2, note dated 18 February 1943. 
1102 “Beyoğlu’nda Caddeler Genişletilecek,” Vatan, August 24, 1940; “İstiklal Caddesi Genişletiliyor,” 
Cumhuriyet, August 13, 1948.  
1103 In another example, the municipal council rejected the proposal to design the new buildings in Bebek and 
Şişli squares with arcades. İBA, Meclis Müdürlüğü, Meclis Kararları (İmar), 19/188, 28.10.1949.  
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funeraire project was emblematic of Prost’s difficulties in understanding local sensibilities, 

which involved, in this particular case, the contextual significance of tombs, and the intense 

ways in which people of Istanbul related themselves to their dead.1104 Even in his most 

successful and largely implemented project, namely the Taksim Square, Gezi Park, and the 

adjacent Park 2, local concerns forced Prost to tailor his proposals. We will dwell more on 

this and his largely failed Eminönü Square project below.  

 The local context did not always lead to the failure of Prost’s projects. The French 

planner also made use of local sensibilities to advance his planning agenda. The best example 

involved the upcoming 500th anniversary of the Turkish conquest of Constantinople in 1953. 

From the early 1940s onwards, bureaucratic circles, journalists, and intellectuals intensely 

debated the question of organizing the events, seeking to turn the anniversary into a showcase 

for the achievements of the republic.1105 The anniversary sparked a surge of interest in 

Mehmed II (the Conqueror) and his age. A popularly well-known incident of the conquest, 

namely the Ottomans’ transfer of vessels to the Golden Horn via land to circumvent the 

Byzantine blockade, received particular attention in local press.1106 Historians proposed 

different routes through which the transfer had occurred in 1453. The widely accepted route 

started in Dolmabahçe, reached Taksim via Maçka, and ended along the Kasımpaşa shores of 

the Golden Horn. The Dolmabahçe-Taksim section of this route overlapped with the Park 2 in 

the Prost Plan. Prost capitalized on the opportunity to legitimize his project and save it from 

falling victim to land speculation. He represented the Park 2 as at once a vital green space and 

a permanent commemoration of a key incident of the conquest. Eventually, the Park 2 became 

the most successful of Prost’s large-scale urban projects. Prost did not succeed in his further 

struggles to turn the 1953 anniversary into a pretext for a larger scale urban transformation, 
                                                
1104 IFA/AA, Fonds Prost, 343 AA 6/3, Les Transformations d’Istanbul III, Plans Directeurs, “Eyüp: Cité 
Funeraire,” 79-92.  
1105 See Chapter 5. 
1106 Abidin Daver, “Fatihin Gemilerini Karada Yürüttüğü Yol,” Cumhuriyet, April 29, 1944; Selim Pandol, 
“Fatih, Gemilerini Karada Hangi Yoldan Geçirmişti?” Cumhuriyet, May 29, 1944.  
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similar to the world expositions that had left major legacies in the urban landscape of leading 

European cities.1107 (Figure 151) However, this was more of a result of the eventual modesty 

of the anniversary events, a far cry from the grandiose proposals of the early 1940s, than a 

failure on the part of the French planner.  

 

Figure 151: An exposition complex proposal for the 500th Anniversary of the Conquest in 
1953 [IFA/AA] 
 

Throughout his fifteen-year long tenure in Istanbul, Prost repeatedly called for a new 

regime of expropriating urban property and submitted drafts for legal reform, most of which 

remained on paper. The tone of his correspondences with the municipality conveys the 

transformation of his initial sense of urgency into one of disappointment and loss of faith in 

the applicability of his plan. In one of his notes, for example, Prost lambasted the municipality 

for issuing permit to “that stupid building,” which would have rendered impossible the 

implementation of a twenty meters wide street in the plan.1108 His proposals, which put the 

blame on the existing expropriation law for the rather slow implementation of the plan, 

circulated also in local newspapers during the 1940s.1109 From the perspective of the local and 

national authorities, the issue was much more complicated than a simple change of articles in 

the expropriation law. As we have seen in previous chapters, Istanbul featured massive burnt 

                                                
1107 IFA/AA, Fonds Prost, 343 AA 7/2, “Les Transformations d’Istanbul VII, Vieil Istanbul,” Exposition 
Universelle, 1953,” 217-221.  
1108 IFA/AA, Fonds Prost, 343 AA 8/3, Note dated 20 September 1948. 
1109 “İstanbulun İmarı: Planın Bazı Kısımlarını Tatbik Etmek Kabil Olamıyor,” Akşam, July 13, 1942. 
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areas and a residential fabric largely in deplorable conditions. Especially those that had 

properties in the burnt areas had been pushing the municipality for issuing building permits 

ever since the Occupation of Istanbul (1918-1923). Paying for the entire expropriation costs 

the Prost Plan entailed was simply well beyond the municipal or national budget (altogether 

out of the question with the outbreak of the Second World War in 1939). In this respect, it ran 

two major risks to declare large swaths of urban land “zones non aedificandi” without making 

any expropriation payments for fifteen or more years. The first was the risk of fuelling the 

discontent of an already tense community of property owners. The second was the inevitable 

housing crisis and soaring rents, which would have alienated the people of Istanbul from the 

ideal of urban modernization. Ultimately, all tied into a problem that many local and foreign 

critics had repeatedly pointed out, namely that the Turks lacked a fundamental prerequisite for 

fulfilling their ambitions to modernize Istanbul: funding.  

The Prost Plan went through extensive revisions throughout the 1940s. By the end of 

the decade, dynamics of urbanism in Istanbul significantly changed compared to those that 

had prevailed at the time the French planner had arrived in 1936. Post-war economic recovery 

at once allowed some of Prost’s projects to be realized, and led to fundamental breaches of his 

master plan. First of all, population increase pushed the strict limits of residential zones. For 

example, a mass housing project in Levent (started in 1947) violated the northern limits of the 

city set by the plan. Likewise, squatter settlements were mushrooming in the western outskirts 

of Istanbul. Secondly, the municipality accelerated the issuing of those building permits that 

would complicate or render impossible some of Prost’s major projects. In the 1940s, Prost 

repeatedly protested the breaches of his plan in his letters to mayor Lütfi Kırdar.1110 He was 

not the only protestor. Journalist and politician Falih Rıfkı Atay, who supported Prost from 

the beginning, also regretted the sidelining of the plan in the late 1940s. He wrote newspaper 

                                                
1110 For a sample of various examples in the Prost archives, see IFA/AA, Fonds Prost, 343 AA 8/3, notes dated 
20 September 1948 and 29 December 1950; 343 AA 8/4, note dated 14 November 1940.  
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articles in support of Prost, and accused the authorities for the breaches of the plan.1111 An 

avid critic of urbanism, Atay had also followed the failure of the Jansen Plan in Ankara due to 

greedy speculators.1112   

 Nevertheless, by the late 1940s, the local press represented Prost as the scapegoat of 

the failures of his own plan. For example, his opposition to the Levent mass housing, which 

transgressed the northern limits of the city set by the Prost Plan, turned Kemal Ahmet Aru, 

co-designer of the project, and his circle against the French planner.1113 Also, the Association 

of Property Owners lambasted Prost for the low quality of new buildings and the uncontrolled 

expansion of the city.1114 One of many critics that attacked Prost in local press was Metin 

Toker, who accused him of neglecting the coal depots and high-rise buildings that impaired 

the beauty of the Bosphorus.1115 In fact, Prost had long been struggling against low quality 

buildings, uncontrolled urban growth, coal depots along the Bosphorus, and many other 

issues.1116 Contrary to foreign architects and scholars such as Hermann Jansen, Ernst Egli, and 

Ernst Diez, who had promptly answered criticisms leveled against them in local press, Prost 

never engaged in polemical public debate. He chose to respond to criticisms in his exchanges 

with the municipal bureaucrats. This cost him popularity. The immense respect he had drawn 

in the mid-1930s was largely gone toward the end of his tenure in Istanbul. Seven months 

after the General Elections in May 1950, the Democratic Party, the first party coming to 

power after the twenty-seven years long R.P.P. rule, which sought symbolic breaks from its 

predecessor, terminated his contract.  

                                                
1111 Falih Rıfkı Atay, “Evet, Zavallı İstanbul,” Cumhuriyet, October 12, 1948.  
1112 He famously wrote in reference to the failure of the Jansen Plan: “It has been proven that Mustafa Kemal 
established an administration strong enough to implement alphabet and headgear revolutions, but too weak to 
implement a master plan.” Falih Rıfkı Atay, Çankaya (İstanbul: Doğan Kardeş, 1969), 428. Also see Chapter 4.  
1113 İpek Akpınar, “The Rebuilding of Istanbul after the Plan of Henri Prost 1937-1960: From Secularisation to 
Turkish Modernisation,” (Ph.D Diss., Bartlett School of Graduate Studies, University of London, 2003), 158.  
1114 “İstanbulun İmar Planı Şiddetle Tenkid Ediliyor. Emlak Sahipleri Derneğinin Toplantısında Prost Planı 
Hücumlara Uğradı,” Cumhuriyet, December 27, 1947.  
1115 Metin Toker, “Kaybolan Cennet: İstanbulun Mayo ile Gezilen Tek Caddesi,” Cumhuriyet, August 18, 1948.  
1116 “Şehir Mütehassısı: Kuruçeşme Kömür Depolarının Hali İçler Acısıdır,” Cumhuriyet, May 24, 1939.  
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 Largely represented as the major protagonist of Istanbul’s transformations in the 

twentieth century, Prost was, in fact, one agent among many others in early republican 

Istanbul. He had to negotiate with local and national dynamics perpetually, which often 

forced him to revise his visions and proposals, or abandon them altogether. The rest of the 

chapter zeroes in on the major urban interventions of the Prost years and the debates that 

surrounded them, portraying diverse individual and institutional actors in interaction and 

contention with one another.  

  

The Miseries of a Square 

The open area not far from the western end of the Galata Bridge had long been called 

Eminönü Square, but, as a member of the Istanbul Municipal Council put it in 1925, “one 

needed tremendous temerity to call it a square” (ona meydan demek için insanda ne kadar 

cüret olmalı).1117 The “square” was small and grotesque. The buildings surrounding it were 

mostly in disrepair. The circulation of humans, vehicles, animals, and commodities generated 

chaos. The seventeenth century mosque of Yeni Valide, one of the precious historical 

monuments of Istanbul, was largely hidden from view due to buildings around it. Last but not 

the least, the intense volume of commerce conducted in and around Eminönü overburdened 

its urban infrastructure, leading to a permanent state of filth, for which the area was notorious. 

(Figures 152 and 153) 

 

                                                
1117 The full sentence of the council member was as follows: “Eminönü meydanı ki ona meydan demek için 
insanda ne kadar cüret olmalı, şöyle küçücük bir sahadır.” Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, 1 Ekim 
1340-29 Ocak 1341 (İstanbul: Şehremaneti Matbaası, 1926), 469.  
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Figure 152: Aerial photograph of the Eminönü area before the demolitions. (IFA/AA) 

 

 

Figure 153: The Galata Bridge and the Eminönü area before the demolitions, 1937. (IFA/AA) 

  

A crossroads of commerce, public transportation, port facilities, and tourism, Eminönü 

had long been at the center of urban transformation schemes, from the debates at the Istanbul 

Municipal Council to the sketches of the seventeen-year-old student of architecture, Sedad 

Hakkı Eldem, later a prominent architect, who worked on solutions to the problems of 
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circulation and the visibility of the Yeni Mosque.1118 However, formidable financial and legal 

challenges prevented the materialization of these schemes until the mid-1930s. Opening of a 

decent public square in Eminönü meant the expropriation of dozens of buildings, which 

entailed massive funds. (Figure 154) The law required the payments to be made within a year 

following the expropriation; otherwise the property in question would return to its owner (See 

above). What kept the expectations for the project alive was that the properties belonging to 

the Directorate of Endowments might be expropriated free of charge. Yet, the directorate 

made it repeatedly clear that it would not relinquish some of its most lucrative properties in 

Istanbul.1119 

 

Figure 154: Properties marked for expropriation at the initial stage of the project. (After 
İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası) 
  

                                                
1118 Bülent Tanju and Uğur Tanyeli, Sedad Hakkı Eldem (İstanbul: Osmanlı Bankası Arşiv ve Araştırma 
Merkezi, 2008), 73, 76-77. For an earlier proposal for the regularization of the Eminönü area, see Zeynep Çelik, 
“Bouvard's Boulevards: Beaux-Arts Planning in Istanbul,” Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians, 
Vol. 43, No. 4 (December 1984), 341-355. 
1119 “Eminönü Meydanının Açılması İçin Evkafla Uyuşulamadı,” Cumhuriyet, October 19, 1930.  
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In 1935, the municipality assigned Martin Wagner to prepare a plan for the 

enlargement of Eminönü Square.1120 We do not know much about the German architect’s 

work on Eminönü. Having repeatedly emphasized how negligible were Istanbul’s resources to 

meet the aspirations of its residents, Wagner was probably aware that his project was destined 

to remain on paper unless major funds became available.1121 By the time newspapers 

announced the government would allocate funds to the municipality for the opening of 

Eminönü Square in 1937, Wagner had left the project to Henri Prost. The funds in question 

stemmed from the hefty fine imposed on the Istanbul Tram Company (1,700,000 liras) for it 

had not fulfilled the obligations of its concession.1122 While some were grateful to the 

government for the funds, others argued that, because it came from the Tram Company that 

had mistreated the people of Istanbul for decades, they naturally belonged to the city.1123 In 

any case, the funds encouraged the municipality to attack the problem of Eminönü.   

The municipality aspired to take over all vakıf properties on the grounds of the 1933 

Law of Roads and Buildings, which allowed it to expropriate vakıf properties for public 

interest. The Directorate of Endowments, however, argued that the law in question applied to 

land but not buildings, therefore, the municipality must make the due payments in order to 

expropriate vakıf buildings in Eminönü. The highest administrative court (Danıştay) ruled in 

favor of the directorate.1124 “As the citizens are expected to make sacrifices for the rebuilding 

of the country, the [directorate of] endowments should also make sacrifices,” stated the caveat 

                                                
1120 “Şehrimiz İçin Güzel Bir Karar: Yenicaminin Önündeki Dükkanlar Yıktırılacak,” Cumhuriyet, August 12, 
1935.  
1121 Martin Wagner, “Şehir İnşaatında Sermayenin Rolü,” Arkitekt 65-66 (1936): 139-141; Martin Wagner, 
“Şehircilikte Sermayenin Yanlış İdaresi,” Arkitekt 67 (1936), 187-188; Martin Wagner, “İstanbul Havalisinin 
Plânı,” Arkitekt 70-71 (1936): 301-306; Martin Wagner, “İstanbul Havalisinin Plânı,” Arkitekt 72 (1936): 333-
337.  
1122 “Eminönü Meydanı Nasıl Açılacak?” Cumhuriyet, November 3, 1937; “Şehrimizde İmar Faaliyetleri,” 
İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası 160-162 (January-February 1938): 725-729.   
1123 Yunus Nadi, “İstanbul Şehrinin İmarı ve İdaresi,” Cumhuriyet, January 17, 1939.  
1124 BCA, Fon 30 10 0 0 Yer 190 Dosya Gömleği 303 Sıra 8 Dosya No 225, “İstanbul Eminönü Meydanının 
Genişletilmesi Nedeniyle İstimlakine Lüzum Görülen Vakıf Yerine Ait Danıştay Kararı.”  
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of three court members, but this changed nothing.1125 The only properties the municipality 

expropriated free of charge were the so-called “abandoned properties,” whose owners had 

fled the country for various reasons during and after successive wars between 1912 and 

1922.1126 Expropriation expenses quickly overwhelmed the municipality. An additional 

800,000 liras from the government helped little.1127 For example, the municipality paid the 

Directorate of Endowments 260,000 liras for the Valide Han, only one of many buildings to 

expropriate in the area.1128 In addition, property owners and tenants pushed all legal limits to 

keep their buildings and businesses intact. “Everybody objects to the values assessed for the 

buildings in Eminönü,” reported Cumhuriyet in July 1938.1129 Every expropriated building 

was a potential court case lasting several months if not years. Even when all formalities were 

concluded, the owners and tenants underestimated the news of evacuation on the grounds that 

“they have been saying for fifty years that the square will be opened.”1130  

The stalemate of the project caused an uproar in the local press. Prominent journalists 

targeted the Directorate of Endowments and property owners for delaying the long-awaited 

opening of the Eminönü Square. The impatience for the modernization of Istanbul led these 

journalists to undermine their own struggles for local agency and negotiation. Burhan Felek of 

Tan advised the municipality to demolish the buildings it needed to without heeding the 

objections.1131 Yusuf Ziya Ortaç of Akbaba also dismissed the grievances of the property 

owners. He pointed to the “the actual property owners,” people of Istanbul, who wanted their 

city to have a modern public square: “The intervention in Eminönü began as an urban 

                                                
1125 Ibid. 
1126 “Eminönü Meydanında İstimlakler,” Cumhuriyet, February 4, 1938. 
1127 “Eminönü Meydanı,” Cumhuriyet, August 11, 1938. It soon turned out that much larger funds were needed 
for the Eminönü Square project. A year later, in July 1939, the municipality received a loan of five million 
Turkish Liras from the Municipalities Bank. The mayor Kırdar announced that three million liras of this loan 
would be allocated to expropriations in Eminönü. “Lütfi Kırdar Diyor ki,” Cumhuriyet, July 4, 1939. 
1128 “Valde Hanına Biçilen Kıymet,” Cumhuriyet, March 18, 1938.  
1129 “İstimlak İşi İlerlemiyor,” Cumhuriyet, July 30, 1938.  
1130 “Eminönü Meydanının İstimlak İşi Uzayacak,” Cumhuriyet, March 5, 1938.  
1131 Burhan Felek, “Yağmur Bereketi,” Tan, August 7, 1938.  



 
 

449 

modernization project and ended with a landscape of ruins. I find it shameful to talk about this 

anymore. Can a misery that has 800,000 witnesses need negotiation?”1132 After Abidin Daver 

of Cumhuriyet criticized the municipality for the delay in the project, the mayor Üstündağ 

published a response in the same newspaper, pointing out the property rights protected by 

law.1133 “There is no arbitrariness in our state, which protects the rights of the individual,” 

wrote Nadir Nadi of Cumhuriyet in support of the mayor.1134 His father, Yunus Nadi, penned 

several articles calling for reform in expropriation laws. He argued that the municipalities 

should have the right to expropriate more properties than a particular project entailed. For 

example, he wrote, the value of the buildings surrounding the Eminönü Square would 

multiply once the project was over, a profit that should go to the municipal treasure, not 

property owners.1135    

It is remarkable that the issue of property rights had also haunted the Yeni Valide 

Complex project at the turn of the seventeenth century. The eventual displacement of property 

owners without proper compensation resulted in the poor reputation of the project, which was 

popularly called an “act of oppression” (zulmiye).1136 While religious discourses played an 

important role in the justification of the seventeenth century project (i.e. Islamization of a 

largely non-Muslim area), it was the discourses of global urban modernism that informed the 

saga of Eminönü in the late 1930s. For example, hygiene was a leitmotif of the debates over 

the opening of the square. The poor sanitary conditions of those hans that were marked for 

demolition did not simply cast doubt on the reliability of commodities stored in them. More 

importantly, the khans served as hostels for the bekâr, the single men that constituted the 

backbone of urban labor force for centuries. At the same time when the Eminönü Square 
                                                
1132 Yusuf Ziya Ortaç, “İstanbulun İçyüzü,” Akbaba, August 4, 1938.  
1133 “Eminönü Meydanı ve Gazi Köprüsü Hakkında. Belediye Reisi, Bu İki Teşebbüsün Gecikmesi Hakkındaki 
Tenkidlerimize Cevab Veriyor,” Cumhuriyet, November 3, 1938.  
1134 Nadir Nadi, “Kabahat Kimde,” Cumhuriyet, November 4, 1938.  
1135 Yunus Nadi, “İstanbulun İmarında Daima Göz Önünde Tutulacak Bir Esas,” Cumhuriyet, April 17, 1938. 
Yunus Nadi, “Şehirlerin İmarında İstimlak İşleri,” Cumhuriyet, January 19, 1939.  
1136 Lucienne Thys-Senocak, “The Yeni Valide Mosque Complex at Eminönü,” Muqarnas XV (1998): 58-70. 
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project went controversial, there was a campaign against khans as residential spaces. “Four or 

five bekâr sleep in the same bed,” wrote a news report pointing to the alarming potential of 

contagious diseases.1137 A medical doctor called for the demolition of all khans for success in 

the fight against contagious diseases.1138 Plans for building modern dorms for the bekâr 

circulated in the press at the turn of the 1940s.1139 Another component of public hygiene in 

Eminönü involved retail food trade. The fish market located in the area was particularly 

notorious for its obnoxious sights and smells. “My stomach is finally doing well because the 

fish market is closed due to the urban project,” a figure in a cartoon remarked.1140    

In addition to expropriation and hygiene, another issue was historical monuments. The 

proposal to demolish the Sultan’s Kiosk attached to the Yeni Mosque led to public 

controversy for several weeks.1141 Also, Turkish architects were concerned whether the new 

square would be harmonious with the monuments in Eminönü, and the celebrated cityscape 

surrounding the area. For example, architect Kemal Altan argued that the new buildings 

around the square should be designed according to the “national style” (milli üslup gözetilerek 

inşa edilmelidir).1142 Eventually, these buildings did not cater to a particular style, but their 

heights were capped to sixteen meters or five stories in order to protect the urban landscape in 

the background of Eminönü, most importantly the view of the Süleymaniye Mosque.1143 In 

his studies on the Eminönü Square, Prost responded to the sensitivity for preserving this urban 

landscape, and advocated horizontality for new buildings. However, his proposal for the 

transformation of the area between Eminönü and Süleymaniye was radical. (Figure 155) 

According to this proposal, the entire built fabric would be razed down except historical 

                                                
1137 “Valide Hanı Yıktırılacak,” Son Posta, February 6, 1938. 
1138 “İstanbuldaki Hanlar, Sari Hastalıkların Yuvasıdır,” Son Posta, February 3, 1938. Also see Chapter 5. 
1139 “Bekar Esnaf İçin 2000 Kişilik Barınma Yurdu,” Cumhuriyet, December 6, 1938.   
1140 Akbaba, October 6, 1938. 
1141 See Chapter 5.  
1142 “Eminönü Meydanı Açıldıktan Sonra,” Cumhuriyet, October 19, 1938.  
1143 “Şehir Mütehassısı: Kuruçeşme Kömür Depolarının Hali İçler Acısıdır,” Cumhuriyet, May 24, 1939. 
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monuments; a large street (properly named after architect Sinan) would connect the Eminönü 

Square with Süleymaniye; and arcaded buildings that Prost was fond of would dominate the 

new urban fabric. The project required as much funds for expropriation as did the Eminönü 

Square project itself, if not more. It never materialized. Turkish architects protested Prost’s 

involvement in this project. Zeki Sayar of Arkitekt reminded the authorities of their initial 

announcement that the French architect would only prepare the master plan, and called them 

to entrust Eminönü and similar micro projects to Turkish architects.1144  

 

 

Figure 155.a: Henri Prost’s proposal for the transformation of the Eminönü area. (IFA/AA) 

 

                                                
1144 Zeki Sayar, “Eminönü Meydanı,” Arkitekt 81, 1937, 255-256. Also see “Eminönü Meydanı Nasıl 
Genişletilmeli,” Akşam, February 8, 1938.  



 
 

452 

 

Figure 155.b: Henri Prost’s proposal for the transformation of the Eminönü area. (After 
Cumhuriyet Devrinde İstanbul)  
 

Prost aspired to turn Eminönü into a hub of food trade and remove all other businesses 

from the area.1145 He advised the municipality to provide convenient options for the 

shopkeepers that had to relocate their businesses. However, property rents in Eminönü soared 

already during the first wave of demolitions. The expectation that many more demolitions 

were imminent fuelled the crisis further. “Rents multiplied by five,” reported a newspaper, 

accusing the municipality of neglecting the economic ramifications of the demolitions.1146 

Because this would lead to a concomitant increase in prices, the report continued, the people 

of Istanbul would eventually bear the actual burden. The Eminönü Square project became 

deeply unpopular among shopkeepers. Even those that remained unaffected by the 

demolitions were unsettled, accusing property owners to force them out so as to seek new 

tenants that would pay much higher rent.1147   

All these crises and delays inspired many jokes about the Eminönü Square project. A 

cartoon in Akbaba represented mayor Üstündağ as an old person leaning on a cane with his 

long white beard fifty years later. He briefed a group of journalists, and announced: “once we 
                                                
1145 IFA/AA, Fonds Prost, 343 AA 6/1, Note 51.  
1146 “İktisadi Hareketler. Eminönünde Geciktirilmemesi İcab Eden Tedbirler,” Cumhuriyet, March 4, 1938.  
1147 “Eminönünde Kira İhtikarı,” Cumhuriyet, January 18, 1939.  
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expropriate this plot, the Eminönü Square project will be over.”1148 Another featured his 

successor, Kırdar, riding a turtle named “master plan.”1149 The Yeni Mosque was a 

particularly fruitful subject for cartoonists. The municipality had proudly announced that the 

project would eliminate structures blocking the view of the mosque, representing them as a 

product of late Ottoman maladministration: “In those corrupt eras that knew no value or 

aesthetic pleasure, this beautiful Turkish monument was screened by abominable structures,” 

wrote the Istanbul Municipality Journal.1150 The structures in question were mostly 

eliminated during the first phase of the demolitions, but now, a large area of debris and mud 

surrounded the Yeni Mosque. “What is this mud all the way up to your knees,” asked one of 

the two figures in an Akbaba cartoon. “I went to Eminönü to enjoy the view of the Yeni 

Mosque,” replied the other.1151 (Figure 156) 

 

Figure 156: Akbaba, January 5, 1939. 

                                                
1148 Akbaba, December 8, 1938. 
1149 Akbaba, February 1, 1940. 
1150 “Şehrimizde İmar Faaliyetleri,” İstanbul Şehremaneti Mecmuası 160-162 (January-February 1938), 725-
729. 
1151 Akbaba, January 5, 1939. 
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In a propaganda booklet published in 1943, the Istanbul Municipality celebrated the 

opening of the Eminönü Square.1152 However, the carefully framed photographs featured a 

limited section between the Yeni Mosque and the Galata Bridge. (Figures 157 and 158) A 

larger area to the north of the mosque still remained untouched. (Figure 159) Six years later, 

another booklet featured photographs with larger frames; but it also featured an image of 

Prost’s never implemented proposal for the transformation of the area between Eminönü and 

Süleymaniye, captioned “the future shape of the Eminönü Square.”1153 Opening the square 

was one thing, connecting it with the rest of the city was another. The Eminönü Square 

project did not properly conclude until the late 1950s, when the municipality built a coastal 

street along the Golden Horn through another wave of extensive demolitions. The former 

“square” of chaos was gone forever.  

At the start of the project back in 1938, journalist Selahaddin Güngör had published a 

piece titled “History of Eminönü Square’s Last Fifty Years.”1154 In a quest to record the 

memories of the square’s sights, sounds, and smells that would disappear “soon”, he 

interviewed Abdullah Çavuş, the owner of a coffeehouse marked for demolition.  

Throughout its history, Istanbul has seen memories juxtaposed, overlapped, and related to 

each other in most unexpected constellations. The Eminönü Square project has a highly 

unusual, albeit inadvertent, contribution to this history. In February 1940, the municipality 

leveled the square’s ground by filling up many irregularities caused by demolitions. The 

provenance of the material used for this purpose is not unfamiliar to the reader: the debris of 

the Palace of Justice.1155      

                                                
1152 Güzelleşen İstanbul (İstanbul: İstanbul Belediyesi, 1943). 
1153 Cumhuriyet Devrinde İstanbul (İstanbul: Milli Eğitim Basımevi, 1949).  
1154 Selahaddin Güngör, “Eminönü Meydanı’nın Son 50 Senelik Tarihi,” Cumhuriyet, March 4, 1938.  
1155 “Eminönü Meydanının Toprak Sathını Doldurmak İçin Adliye Sarayı Enkazının Molozları Getirildi,” 
Cumhuriyet, June 4, 1940.    
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Figure 157: Eminönü Square and Yeni Mosque. (After Güzelleşen İstanbul.) 

  

 

Figure 158: Before and after the clearing of the buildings around the Yeni Mosque. (After 
Cumhuriyet Devrinde İstanbul)  
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Figure 159: Eminönü Square in context, a regularized pocket in the middle of a dense built 
fabric. (IFA/AA) 
   

Reinventing the Bosphorus 

Recording the memories of those spaces that were to disappear was a relatively minor 

challenge of urban modernization. More substantial was the challenge of preserving the 

singularities of Istanbul. In the eyes of its residents, nothing made Istanbul as singular as the 

Bosphorus, the narrow strait connecting the Marmara Sea with the Black Sea. Surrounded by 

chains of green hills and flanked by wooden mansions (yalı) along its two coasts, the 

Bosphorus followed a trajectory full of twists and turns, which offered playful views and a 

landscape in perpetual flux during the day and the night. With the rise of a culture of leisure 

in the eighteenth century, the people of Istanbul incorporated the Bosphorus into the social 

life of the city as a popular destination for daily boat trips and recreation in public gardens 
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along its coasts.1156 In the nineteenth century, high rank bureaucrats, notable families, 

embassies, and the imperial family moved to yalıs, summer residences, and palaces along the 

Bosphorus.1157 The advent of regular ferry services in the mid-nineteenth century connecting 

the Bosphorus with central Istanbul encouraged more people to move to the scattered villages 

on both coasts. The waterway evolved into a form of street: yalıs were its houses, ships and 

boats were the vehicles passing through it, and people were both objects and spectators of a 

spectacle that combined the natural with the human-made. Inspiring countless literary works 

since the eighteenth century, the Bosphorus had become an integral element of Istanbul’s 

urban identity by the early republic.   

In the 1920s, the Bosphorus went through a period of population decrease for a 

number of reasons: the fall of the dynasty and evacuation of their palaces; the transfer of the 

capital to Ankara and the concomitant transfer of high-rank bureaucrats and embassy staff; 

the decline of urban economy; the increasing popularity of modern apartment buildings 

around Taksim; and the Lausanne Treaty of 1923 that demilitarized the Bosphorus and the 

Dardanelles, making them vulnerable to an enemy attack. Many yalıs were now uninhabited 

and physically deteriorating. The pleasures of boat trips along the Bosphorus now belonged to 

a bygone era. One of the most celebrated works of Turkish literature during the twentieth 

century, Abdülhak Şinasi Hisar’s Moonlights of the Bosphorus (Boğaziçi Mehtapları) was a 

lament over the demise of the “Bosphorus civilization” (Boğaziçi medeniyeti), which, he 

argued, was different from “Istanbul civilization.”1158 Hisar elaborated on the memories of his 

childhood in the 1890s, when he enjoyed the boat trip nights accompanied by musical 

performances, and observed how young women and men discreetly negotiated social barriers 
                                                
1156 Shirine Hamadeh, The City’s Pleasures: Istanbul in the Eighteenth Century (Seattle: University of 
Washington Press, 2007).    
1157 Paolo Girardelli, “Power or leisure? Remarks on the architecture of the European summer embassies on the 
Bosphorus shore,” New Perspectives on Turkey50 (Special Issue on Ambivalent architectures from the Ottoman 
Empire to the Turkish republic) eds. Elvan Altan Ergut and Belgin Turan Özkaya (2014): 29-58.  
1158 Abdülhak Şinasi Hisar, Boğaziçi Mehtapları (Istanbul: Yapı Kredi Yayınları, 2013) (first published in 
1942). 
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precluding their communication. He offered in-depth accounts of the sights, sounds, and 

smells of the Bosphorus, “the largest, most beautiful, and peerless street of the world,” 

focusing particularly on yalıs and their inhabitants.1159   

Hisar was born in a yalı to a wealthy family, and educated by private tutors including 

Tevfik Fikret, a literary giant of the turn of the twentieth century. The protagonists in 

Moonlights of the Bosphorus were almost exclusively from his own class of yalı dwellers. 

Servants and oarsmen, the essential actors of his boat trips, remained totally silent in Hisar’s 

nostalgic account of nighttime leisurely activities on the Bosphorus. This issue of class was a 

significant motif of the debates over the transformation of the Bosphorus from the mid-1930s 

onwards. The opening of a coastal street, which entailed the demolition of many yalıs 

blocking the view of the sea from the pedestrians, was a potentially contentious project. In 

defense of the coastal street project, which he called corniche inférieur, Prost argued that 

enjoying the Bosphorus was no longer the privilege of the rich, and that people also wanted to 

enjoy this “world-famous panorama.”1160 Although it was inevitable to demolish several yalıs 

to offer vistas of the Bosphorus for the enjoyment of people, eliminating all yalıs was out of 

the question. Neither the municipal budget could meet the expropriation costs, nor was there 

any intention to do so due to the growing interest in vernacular architecture in the early 

republic.1161  

A short article by Hüseyin Cahit Yalçın, an influential journalist and literary figure 

since the early twentieth century, illustrates the concerns over the transformation of the 

Bosphorus during the early republic.1162 In this article, titled “The Modernization and 

Beautification of the Bosphorus,” Yalçın criticized the proposals for coastal streets and 

                                                
1159 “[...] hala bir büyük refah hissini veren, dünyanın belki en geniş olduğu gibi en güzel, demek emsalsiz bir 
caddesi sayılabilecek muntazam ve muhteşem bir haldeydi.” Ibid., 14.  
1160 IFA/Fonds Prost, 343 AA 6/4, volume titled Les Transformations d’Istanbul IV (Bosphore), 93.  
1161 See Chapter 5.  
1162 Hüseyin Cahit Yalçın, “Boğaziçinin İmar ve Tezyini,” Boğaziçi 18 (March 1938): 5-7.  
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wharves, which, he argued, would have destroyed the peculiar landscape of the Bosphorus: 

“When listening to these projects, one could think oneself to be founding a brand new city in 

the middle of a desert of a recently discovered country. Are we going to remake our city 

according to a chessboard pattern, like an American city without memory, history, and 

monument?” Yalçın vehemently opposed the proposals for a suspended bridge to connect the 

two parts of the Bosphorus on the grounds that it would have marred the “beautiful hills” 

straddling the strait; and, instead, suggested an underground tunnel. He called for the 

preservation of as many yalıs as possible, and for the building of a coastal street that would 

respect the idiosyncrasies of the natural and architectural landscape of the Bosphorus: “The 

Bosphorus should live as a ‘country of poetry and dream’ (şiir ve hayal ülkesi) within the 

traditions and decors of its own life and past, away from the smooth and cold boulevards of ‘a 

barbarian modernity’ (barbar bir modernlik).”1163     

Boğaziçi, the monthly journal where Yalçın’s article appeared, published its inaugural 

issue in October 1936, three months after the Montreaux Convention that restored Turkish 

sovereignty over the Bosphorus and the Dardanelles. Funded by the ferry company (Şirket-i 

Hayriye), which had seen sharp decline in its revenues due to the depopulation of the area in 

the early 1920s, the journal played an important role in the revitalization of the Bosphorus, an 

officially endorsed movement to encourage settlement on both shores of the strait as a means 

to claim it politically and militarily. “The defense of the straits [the waterways] was 

predicated on military measures;” the leading literary figure Peyami Safa wrote, “the defense 

of the Bosphorus [the land around the waterway] was predicated on settling there.”1164 

Reports and opinion pieces that appeared in Boğaziçi promoted the image of the Bosphorus as 

                                                
1163 Ibid.  
1164 Boğaziçi, 18 (March 1938), 5.  
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a modern and healthy space to inhabit.1165 The journal consistently featured montaged images 

of modern, healthy, and happy-looking women and men promenading or driving along the 

Bosphorus or the hills overlooking it. (Figure 160) In addition to promoting the image of an 

ideal residential area, the ferry company offered free transportation of building materials and 

coal, and free passes valid at the ferries for three years to those who built houses around the 

Bosphorus. The state also exempted those people from property taxes for three years.1166 

 

Figure 160: The Bosphorus in winter and in summer. (After Boğaziçi Dergisi) 

 

These subsidies and the press campaign led to a notable construction activity around 

the Bosphorus, which brought its own discontents. The rise of modernist apartment buildings 

in concrete drew much criticism from intellectuals that were keen on preserving the 

vernacular forms of wooden yalıs. Ressam, the penname of an anonymous contributor to Tan 

newspaper, was a particularly outspoken critic of these new buildings, and of the campaign to 

foster settlements around the Bosphorus.1167 “The Bosphorus is not a city,” he argued, “nor 

                                                
1165 See, for example, Macit Gören, “Boğaziçine Rağbet,” Boğaziçi 5 (February 1937): 4-6; Dr. Galip Ataç, 
“Boğaziçini Nasıl Sevmeli,” Boğaziçi 8 (May 1938): 18-20. Also see, Neyran Turan, “The Strait, The Beach, 
and the Highway: Shifting Edges of Istanbul,” Landscapes of Development: The Impact of Modernization on the 
Physical Environment of the Eastern Mediterranean, in ed. Panayiota Pyla (Cambridge: The Agha Khan 
Program at the Harvard University Graduate School of Design, 2013), 37-71. 
1166 “Boğaziçinde Yeniden Ev Yaptıranlara Kolaylık,” Boğaziçi 10 (July 1937), 26.  
1167 Ressam, “Boğaziçini Önce İmara Hazırlamak Lazımdır,” Tan, June 22, 1938. 



 
 

461 

can it serve as a residential area.” Ressam reserved his harshest remarks against the modernist 

buildings, called by their early republican critics kübik (cubic): “Those kübik buildings along 

the Bosphorus look like piles of bags in concrete. Neither their forms nor their colors 

harmonize with the blue and playful sea in their front, and the green and sublime hills behind 

them. They look out of place, and make the Bosphorus look tasteless.”1168 In 1943, 

Cumhuriyet newspaper published a statement titled “The Bosphorus is Being Lost,” pointing 

to the alarming state of the area with its dilapidated yalıs, gas stations, and, the most notorious 

of all, coal depots.1169 The industrial establishments along the Bosphorus remained a source of 

popular grievances throughout the early republic. In “Lost Paradise,” a series of investigative 

journalism published in summer 1948, Metin Toker memorably described the deplorable state 

of the Bosphorus shores marred by crumbling yalıs, tanneries, coal depots, and glass and 

brick factories.1170 (Figure 161) Although Toker acknowledged that the coastal street on the 

European shore had provided pedestrians with long-desired views, the new apartment 

buildings did more harm to the aesthetics of the Bosphorus that “even shanties would have 

been unlikely to do.”1171  

                                                
1168 Ibid. 
1169 “Boğaziçi Elden Gidiyor,” Cumhuriyet, August 2, 1941. Residents of the Bosphorus area had long been 
complaining of the coal depot. In addition to the aesthetic concerns, perhaps more alarming was the air pollution 
caused by the coal grains carried by the wind. For the petition against the coal depots submitted by the residents 
of Vaniköy neighborhood to the Municipal Council, see Cemiyet-i Umumiye-i Belediye Zabıtnamesi, Altıncı 
Cilt, 10 Mayıs 1341-17 Şubat 1926 (İstanbul: Şehremaneti Matbaası, 1927), 320. Also see Ibid., 160.  
1170 For a selection, see Chapter 1. 
1171 Metin Toker, “Kaybolan Cennet: İstanbul Mayo ile Gezilen Tek Caddesi,” Cumhuriyet, August 18, 1948.  
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Figure 161: Beykoz Leather and Shoe Factory overlooking the Bosphorus. (After Fotoğrafla 
Türkiye, 1936)   
 

While the Bosphorus in general suffered aesthetically and environmentally in the 

1940s, some sections of it were transformed into regularized pockets. The coastline of 

Beşiktaş on the European part of the lower Bosphorus was one of them. Located at the 

intersection of three imperial palaces all inaugurated after 1850 (Dolmabahçe, Çırağan, and 

Yıldız), Beşiktaş had evolved from a mid-size village to an overbuilt district in a rather quick 

and disorganized fashion during the late nineteenth century. Its shoreline was particularly 

chaotic with a dense fabric of shops and workshops, which blocked the view of the Bosphorus 

and two sixteen century monuments designed by architect Sinan, namely the Tomb of 

Barbaros Hayreddin Paşa and the mosque of Sinan Paşa, both grand admirals of Süleyman I 

(r. 1520-1566).1172 The project to create a public square in Beşiktaş drew its legitimation from 

the idea of making these monuments visible out of respect for their founders, especially 

Barbaros Hayreddin, the more popular of the two admirals.  

The entire built fabric except the two monuments and the ferry station was eliminated 

in the early 1940s, notably a workshop producing spoons and forks, the district governor’s 

                                                
1172 For an account of the dense physical fabric and busy commercial activities along the Beşiktaş shore at the 
turn of the century, see Hagop Mintzuri, İstanbul Anıları, 1897-1940, trans. from Armenian by Silva 
Kuyumcuyan (İstanbul: Tarih Vakfı Yurt Yayınları, 1993).  
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hall, and the Hasan Paşa Police Station.1173 (Figure 162) The notoriously ruthless police chief 

of Beşiktaş at the turn of the twentieth century, Hasan Paşa was buried in the vicinity of the 

police station. In its selective appropriation of the memories and histories of Beşiktaş, which 

was in tune with the official republican approach to the Ottoman Empire (embracing its 

sixteenth century history while spurning that of the nineteenth), the Istanbul Municipality 

proudly announced the removal of the tomb of Hasan Paşa, a favorite of Abdülhamid II (r. 

1876-1909), who was the archenemy of the cadres that founded the republic: “It is the 

republican regime that removed the ugly tomb of Hasan Paşa, the Police Chief of Beşiktaş, 

which had been totally out of place next to the tomb of this Turkish Admiral [i.e. Barbaros 

Hayreddin Paşa] […].”1174 In addition to clearing a large area around the tomb of Barbaros 

Hayreddin Paşa, the municipality commissioned a public statue of the grand admiral. Crafted 

by Turkish sculptors Zühtü Müridoğlu and Hadi Bara, the statue was the first of its kind in the 

city since the Republic Monument of 1928. (Figure 163) Top statesmen, including the 

President İnönü, were present during the inauguration ceremony in 25 March 1944.1175 In 

addition to the tomb and the statue, the municipality also named the new public square as 

Barbaros Square, associating the entire site with the sixteen-century grand admiral.   

                                                
1173 İstanbul Belediye Arşivleri, Encümen Zabıt ve Muamelat Müdürlüğü, Encümen Kararları (istimlak) cilt No: 
290, Karar No: 5167, Karar Tarihi: 25.06.1941; “Barbarosun Bronzdan Bir Büstü Yapılıyor,” Tan, June 14, 
1941; “Zühtü ve Hadi Barbaros Heykelini Hazırlıyor,” Cumhuriyet, July 17, 1941; “Beşiktaş Hükümet Konağı,” 
Cumhuriyet, April 28, 1939.  
1174 Yenileşen İstanbul: 1939 Başından 1947 Sonuna Kadar İstanbul'da Neler Yapıldı? (İstanbul: İstanbul 
Belediye Matbaası, 1947), 65. The tomb of Hasan Paşa was transferred to the nearby Yahya Efendi Convent. 
1175 “Barbaros Abidesini Milli Şef Açtı,” Tan, March 26, 1944; “Barbaros Töreninde,” İstanbul Kültür Dergisi 
9, (April 1, 1944), 4. 
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Figure 162: Beşiktaş before the opening of the square. Bottom left: Ferry Station. Domical 
structure on the right: the Tomb of Barbaros Hayreddin. Top right: Sinan Paşa Mosque. (After 
Akbayar, 1998)     

 

Figure 163: Barbaros Statue (After Arkitekt) 
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Although the creation of the Barbaros Square exceptionally proceeded without major 

public controversies thanks mostly to its association with the prestigious grand admiral, it was 

not entirely free of criticism regarding particularly the slow pace of the project. A cartoon that 

appeared in Akbaba in 1941 featured Barbaros Hayreddin Paşa, declaring he would have 

conquered the world had he started at the same time when the municipality started clearing 

the vicinity of his monument.1176 (Figure 164) Only three weeks later, a more concrete 

criticism came from Refik Halid Karay, a prominent literary figure and journalist who wrote 

for Tan newspaper. While he supported the project for a public statue to Barbaros Hayreddin, 

Karay objected to its location next to the tomb of the grand admiral: “Our tombs are already 

monuments. […] And that of Barbaros is a masterpiece. It fulfills all the expectations a 

modern statue would have fulfilled.”1177 Karay proposed the statue to be erected elsewhere so 

as to perpetuate Barbaros Hayreddin Paşa’s memory in two different places. “The oriental 

tomb and the statue are two aesthetically incompatible works of art. If the statue is erected 

next to the tomb, the two monuments will stare at one another in silent rage in the remainder 

of their lives.”1178 Karay’s warning went unheeded. Today, the tomb and the statue coexist 

precisely the way he predicted. (Figure 165)  

                                                
1176 Akbaba, July 10, 1941. 
1177 Refik Halid, “Barbarosun Heykeline Yer,” Tan, July 31, 1941.  
1178 Ibid. 
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Figure 164: Akbaba, July 10, 1941.   

 

Figure 165: Barbaros Statue and Barbaros Tomb facing each other. (Photograph: Author) 
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On the hills overlooking the Bosphorus a few hundred meters away from the Tomb of 

Barbaros Hayreddin Paşa were buried hundreds of people, unknown to anyone but few, if 

any. Called Abbasağa, the cemetery had long been in a state of neglect by the late 1930s. The 

residents of Beşiktaş, particularly children, who lacked proper green spaces, made use of the 

cemetery as a park and a playground. When mayor Lütfi Kırdar attempted to appropriate the 

cemetery as a park, he met the resistance of the preservationists, who pointed to the historical 

value of the tombstones. The day before the Istanbul Municipal Council discussed the 

proposal, Sabiha Sertel of Tan newspaper published an article in support of the park project, 

urging the municipality to privilege the rights of the living over the rights of the dead, and to 

transfer the graves to another location.1179 Having received letters and phone calls critical of 

her article, Sertel devoted her column to the same issue the next day. She claimed that playing 

within the cemetery had a negative psychological impact on children. Appropriate 

playgrounds for children should take precedence over other concerns, Sertel added, echoing a 

popular demand that often found its way to local newspapers.1180 (Figures 166-167) 

Speaking of her critics in the second article, Sertel mentioned “a woman artist whom 

[she] respected a lot.”1181 This respected artist must have been Melek Celal, a leading painter, 

who penned a guest column for Tan in defense of the cemetery a few days later.1182 Although 

the need for parks was obvious, she argued, it was also “an aesthetic duty” to preserve the 

singularities of Istanbul. In her opinion, the proposal to transfer the tombstones to another 

location was oblivious to the context (“the tree, the soil, the atmosphere”) in which Turkish 

cemeteries existed: “As the most beautiful examples of carving in Turkish art, tombstones 

coexist with cypresses with which they create contrasts of light and shade, constituting a 

                                                
1179 Sabiha Sertel, “Mezarlık mı Park mı Olsun?” Tan, February 13, 1939.  
1180 Sabiha Sertel, “Mezarlıklara Dokunulabilir mi?” Tan, February 14, 1939.  
1181 Ibid. 
1182 Melek Celal, “Mezarlık mı Park mı?” Tan, February 19, 1939.  
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landscape that endow Istanbul with peerless beauties.”1183 Melek Celal found it 

incomprehensible that the municipality turned to old cemeteries for parks instead of the royal 

gardens of the fallen dynasty.  

 

Figure 166: Aerial photograph featuring the Abbasağa area shortly before the park project. 
(IFA/AA)   
 

 

Figure 167: Abbasağa Park, undated (After Gülersoy, 1994)  

                                                
1183 Ibid.  
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The Municipal Council sided with the pro-park party, and approved the Abbasağa plan 

in 1939. The inauguration took place in September 1940, following the commemoration of 

Barbaros Hayreddin Paşa’s victory at the naval battle of Preveza (1538) next to his tomb.1184 

In the next few years, the municipality also acquired the royal gardens Melek Celal 

mentioned. The appropriation of these gardens as public parks in the 1940s brings to mind the 

eighteenth century, when the Ottoman dynasty had left some of the royal gardens for public 

use, helping thrive a culture of leisure centered around the Bosphorus.1185 In a similar fashion, 

during the 1940s, the former royal gardens dotting the hills that overlooked the Bosphorus 

(such as Yıldız, Emirgan, Kandilli, and Küçük Çamlıca) sparked what we can call the “second 

discovery of the Bosphorus” by the people of Istanbul, a process that continues to the present 

day.1186 Appropriating these royal gardens into parks was largely free of controversy; but, as 

the next section shows, creating public parks from scratch was not.   

 

A Modern Enclave 

Taksim and its vicinity went through a period of comprehensive transformation in the 

1940s. Compared to Eminönü, a bustling hub of commerce for centuries, Taksim was largely 

the product of northwards urban expansion during the nineteenth century. Formerly a semi-

rural periphery consisting mostly of cemeteries, the area evolved into a crossroads between 

Beyoğlu, the imperial palaces in Dolmabahçe-Beşiktaş area, and the new neighborhoods of 

Pangaltı and Şişli. Carving a large plot out of the cemetery, the Ottomans built military 

barracks in the late eighteenth century. Rebuilt and restored in subsequent decades, the 

barracks remained the dominant element of Taksim until its demolition in 1940. On its west 

was a large vacant area, Talimhane, which served as training ground for the army. On its 
                                                
1184 Güzelleşen İstanbul (İstanbul: İstanbul Büyükşehir Belediyesi, 1943), 164-165.  
1185 Shirine Hamadeh, The City’s Pleasures: Istanbul in the Eighteenth Century (Seattle: University of 
Washington Press, 2007).  
1186 “İstanbul Güzelleşiyor,” Cumhuriyet, June 20, 1943; “Yıldız Bahçesi Dün Halka Açıldı,” Cumhuriyet, 
September 19, 1943; Neşet Halit Atay, “Şehirden Röportaj,” İstanbul Kültür Dergisi 51 (1.1.1946): 4-5.  
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north laid one of the first modern urban gardens of Istanbul completed in 1869 (Taksim 

Bahçesi).1187 During the failed counterrevolutionary uprising in 1909, the barracks was the 

last stronghold of the insurgents, witnessing massive bloodshed, and undergoing significant 

physical damage, which left it in a decrepit state for three decades. During the Occupation of 

Istanbul (1918-1923), the French took control of the area. They held various parades in 

Taksim, and turned the courtyard of the barracks into a pitch, which served as the city’s 

leading soccer venue until 1940, hosting, among others, the first game of the Turkish national 

team in 1923. (Figures 168 and 169) 

 

Figure 168: Taksim area in 1925, Pervititch Insurance Maps. On the right of the frame are the 
barracks with the stadium in the courtyard, the Taksim Garden, and the Armenian cemetery 
(Surp Hagop). Talimhane, the training ground, is the large vacant area across the barracks. 
(After Pervititch)  
  
                                                
1187 The garden served as a center of socialization for families and children through the 1920s. For example, it 
serves as a background for Leonis, a novel by the Istanbul-born Greek writer Yiorgos Theotokas, which is a 
story of a Greek boy during the Occupation of Istanbul (1918-1923). Yiorgos Theotokas, Leonis, trans. from 
Greek by Donald E. Martin (Minneapolis: North Central Publishing Co., 1985).   
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Figure 169: Taksim Barracks and the Talimhane area, undated (Taksim Atatürk Library).  

 

At the fluid southwestern boundary of Taksim stood three landmarks of three 

successive centuries: the water reservoir (1731-1732), the Greek Orthodox Church of Hagia 

Triada (1880), and the Republic Monument (1928). Over more than a decade following the 

inauguration of the Republic Monument, Taksim physically remained more or less the 

same.1188 The disorderly and filthy state of the circular square around the Republic Monument 

remained a subject of perpetual grievances. Newspapers and columnists particularly targeted 

the sights and smells of grill restaurants and public toilets, which, in addition to dismaying the 

residents of Istanbul, constituted a source of embarrassment vis-à-vis foreign delegates paying 

official visits to the Republic Monument.1189 (Figure 170) While the square barely changed in 

the 1920s and 1930s, its vicinity was in flux. The Talimhane and the slopes of the hill leading 

from Taksim down to the Bosphorus (formerly Ayas Paşa Muslim Cemetery) have seen the 

proliferation of modernist apartment buildings, and turned into residential neighborhoods 

                                                
1188 See Chapter 2.  
1189 Burhan Felek, “İstanbul Meydanları,” Tan, January 15, 1938; Aka Gündüz, “Şu Beyoğlundan İllallah ve 
Resulhî!” Tan, February 2, 1938.  
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much in vogue among the upper middle classes.1190 By the late 1930s, the decrepit barracks 

and the disorderly square next to it constituted a sharp contrast with these two upscale 

neighborhoods.   

 

Figure 170: Taksim Square before the demolitions. On the left is the Taksim Barracks. (After 
İstanbul Belediye Mecmuası)    
 

“I am curious what the Taksim Square will look like,” said a figure in a cartoon 

published in March 1940. Another responded: “Look at Eminönü, and you will have an 

idea.”1191 However, the making of the Taksim Square was much less onerous for the 

municipality compared to its ordeal in Eminönü. The government transferred the ownership 

of the barracks to the municipality.1192 There was only one historical monument in the area: 

the water reservoir. Prost, who consistently avoided alienating the public opinion, barely 

objected to the preservationist quest to keep the eighteenth century building in its place.1193 

The municipality expropriated without much difficulty the handful of private properties 

marked for demolition. The only controversial issue did not involve the area of the future 

square, but the still standing sections of the Armenian cemetery of Surp Hagop to the north of 

                                                
1190 See Chapter 2.  
1191 Akbaba, March 21, 1940.  
1192 BCA, 30 18 1 2 87 65 10 83-81 Başvekalet, 7 July 1939, “Taksim Kışlası Arazisinin Parasız Olarak 
Üzerindeki Musakkafın Bedeliyle İstanbul Belediyesi’ne Terki.”  
1193 “Taksim Su Haznesi,” Tan, July 5, 1939.  
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the barracks. The court case between the municipality and the Armenian community lasted 

throughout the 1930s, and concluded, eventually, in favor of the municipality.1194 Its 

acquisition of the Surp Hagop Cemetery and the Ayas Paşa Cemetery down the hill allowed 

the municipality to implement large boulevards connecting the square with the rest of the city. 

It also sold valuable land to private parties and raised much-needed funds for its urban 

projects. Prost offered a development scheme for the surplus land of the Surp Hagop 

cemetery, which did not materialize: a thoroughfare flanked by high rise buildings with 

porticos, around which would flourish a modern residential area called Surp Hagop 

neighborhood.1195 (Figure 171)  

The Taksim Square project gained momentum in the late 1930s. Targeting a site laden 

with diverse memories of the Ottoman Empire, its cosmopolitanism, and the Occupation of 

Istanbul, the project sought to construct a modern space where the republican era would 

cultivate its own memories. Specifically, two major objectives informed the Taksim Square 

project. The first was the creation of a ceremonial space, one that would be harmonious with 

the modernist aspirations of the republic, and meet to the practical needs of the military and 

youth parades. The Beyazıt Square, where national celebrations took place in the 1920s and 

1930s, did not serve these purposes. With its poorly defined boundaries, physical 

irregularities, sloping topography, and quintessentially Ottoman décor dominated by the early 

sixteenth-century mosque of Beyazıt II and the Islamic revivalist gate of the former Ministry 

of War, the Beyazıt Square could not have been more out of place for the celebration of a 

secular nationalist regime.  

                                                
1194 See Chapter 2.  
1195 “Müstakbel Sürpagob Mahallesi,” Cumhuriyet, November 21, 1941.  
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Figure 171: Henri Prost, study for the Surp Hagop area. (IFA/AA) 

 

The lack of a public square for national celebrations was one of the urgent issues the 

municipal authorities had demanded Prost to examine at the beginning of his tenure. In a short 

report, the French architect noted his impressions of the Republic Day celebrations in 1936, 

which took place in Beyazıt Square. Although the event was successfully crafted, Prost wrote, 

it did not make the desired impact due to the inappropriateness of the spatial setting.1196 His 

first proposal for “a place de la nation” was not Taksim but Sultanahmet. The former 

Hippodrome was a perfect site, Prost argued, that could be transformed into a world-famous 

square, one that could rival the Red Square. He envisioned two monumental public buildings 

(the Town Hall and the Palace of Justice) defining the western boundary of what would be 

called the Republic Square, and facing the early seventeenth century mosque of Sultanahmet. 

Prost also proposed the elimination of the school buildings along the southern end of the 

square, which would provide an impressive vista of the Marmara Sea. This would also allow 

those sailing through the Marmara Sea to notice the colossal monument to the republic, a non-

                                                
1196 IFA/Fonds Prost, 343 AA 7/3.  
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materialized idea that triggered so much public debate in the mid-1930s.1197 In the Republic 

Square as Prost imagined it, the Sultanahmet Mosque would figure less as a religious building 

than a national landmark in a modern setting, interacting with public buildings and symbolic 

monuments. As we have seen in Chapter 5, however, the controversy over the İbrahim Paşa 

Palace aborted Prost’s plans for the Town Hall and the Palace of Justice. He also noted that it 

was not possible to demolish the school buildings.1198 Prost’s remarks left little doubt that the 

Sultanahmet Square would have had the priority had there not been the issues of the İbrahim 

Paşa Palace and the school buildings that precluded an urgent solution to the problem of a 

ceremonial public space: “When the new governor [Kırdar] asked me to create an alternative 

to the Beyazıt Square as urgently as possible, I proposed Taksim.”1199  

The second objective of the Taksim Square project was to foster new patterns of 

socialization. The square and the adjacent Gezi [Promenade] Park would not simply respond 

to the quest for open spaces to promote public hygiene, but also serve as a modern setting for 

women to promenade, kids to play, and people to interact. The Taksim area would be the 

spatial embodiment of the republican aspirations for a modern, secular nation. In fact, the 

association of the area with the emancipation of women predated the project. For example, 

Nazmi Ziya’s 1935 painting, “Women,” featured a group of women in stylish attires 

promenading in Taksim. (Figure 31) However, the painter framed the scene around the 

Republic Monument, avoiding, perhaps deliberately, the larger context of the square. The 

project of the late 1930s aimed to transform the area into a modern state on par with the 

monument and its immediate vicinity, which Nazmi Ziya portrayed as an appropriate setting 

for female socialization. Prost noted that women and little children would particularly 

                                                
1197 “İnkilap Abidesinin Kızkulesinin Bugünkü Yerinde İnşa Edilmesi Teklif Ediliyor,” Tan, May 22, 1936; 
“İnkılap Abidesinin Yeri, İstanbul mu Beyoğlu mu?” Cumhuriyet, June 19, 1936; “İnkilap Abidesi Nereye 
Dikilmeli,” Cumhuriyet, August 2, 1936; “İnkilap Abidesi Maçkada Taşlık Mevkiinde Kurulacak,” Tan, October 
16, 1936.   
1198 IFA/Fonds Prost, 343 AA 7/3.  
1199 Ibid. 
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acknowledge the mayor Kırdar’s efforts for the realization of the project.1200 (Figure 172) 

Selahattin Güngör of Cumhuriyet wrote: “The Taksim of yesterday was a place where water 

was distributed [in reference to the water reservoir located in the area]. We have no doubts 

that the Taksim of tomorrow will be a large showcase of civilization where the people of the 

city are distributed to boulevards.”1201    

 

Figure 172: Women and children at the Gezi Park, undated. (IFA/AA) 

 

In the initial stage of the Taksim Square project, there was no mention of the Gezi 

Park. Cumhuriyet newspaper announced in May 1938 that an exhibition hall would be built in 

place of the military barracks.1202 A year later, in May 1939, Prost reiterated the same 

intention.1203 In his initial studies for the Taksim Square, Prost elaborated on an exhibition 

hall project that would be almost as massive as the barracks. After he secured the barracks as 

a municipal property, Kırdar announced that Prost prepared the plans for a “magnificent 

building,” which, in addition to serving as an exhibition space, would also accommodate a 
                                                
1200 IFA/Fonds Prost, 343 AA 7/3. 
1201 Salahaddin Güngör, “Şehrin İçinden. Taksim Meydanı,” Cumhuriyet, December 26, 1939.  
1202 “Taksim Emlak Şirketi Yakında Tasfiye Edilecek,” Cumhuriyet, May 15, 1938.  
1203 “Şehir Mütehassısı: Kuruçeşme Kömür Depolarının Hali İçler Acısıdır,” Cumhuriyet, May 24, 1939.  
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number of cultural institutions.1204 Until 1940, the images circulating in the press featured the 

square surrounded by new public buildings of cultural function (exhibition hall and grand 

theater). (Figure 173) A marble tribune would accommodate the spectators of public 

ceremonies, and the new thoroughfare between Dolmabahçe and Taksim would function as 

the processional street for national celebrations.1205 

 

Figure 173: The model of the Taksim Square project. Cumhuriyet, December 3, 1939. 

 

Figure 174: Earlier version of the Gezi Park project. (IFA/AA) 

                                                
1204 “Lütfi Kırdar Diyor ki,” Cumhuriyet, July 4, 1939.   
1205 “Taksim Meydanının Yeni Şekli,” Cumhuriyet, December 3, 1939.  
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Figure 175: The Municipal Club. (IFA/AA) 

 

 

Figure 176: The Gezi Park and the Taksim Square, mid-1940s. (IFA/AA) 
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In the early 1940s, the Taksim Square project dramatically altered. Instead of an 

exhibition hall, Prost now worked on a public park replacing the barracks as well as absorbing 

the Taksim Gardens beyond it. Although the first version of the park still featured two large 

buildings flanking it, these were eventually eliminated.1206 (Figure 174) Now, the square 

would no longer be strictly defined by public buildings. Its juxtaposition with the park, named 

after President İnönü by the Municipal Council (İnönü Gezisi), doubled the open space in the 

Taksim area.1207 In 1940, the municipality demolished the barracks,1208 and inaugurated the 

Municipal Club (belediye gazinosu) on the southeastern corner of the Taksim Garden (and of 

the future Gezi Park) overlooking the Bosphorus.1209 Designed by Turkish architect 

Rükneddin Güney, this medium-sized building was one of the rare pieces of modernist 

architecture in early republican Istanbul. For more than two decades, the Municipal Club 

served as a prestigious venue of concerts and high-profile events. (Figure 175) The mayor 

Kırdar had declared during the foundation ceremony that the club would be a recreational 

facility on a par with its peers in the Balkans, not Europe, an analogy that, in fact, never 

thrilled the people of Istanbul.1210    

In its new reconfiguration, the Taksim Square project integrated into the Park II 

project. While a grand theater would still define the southern border of the square, the 

exhibition hall and a number of other public buildings were built on the northern margins of 

                                                
1206 IFA/Fonds Prost, 343 AA 123. 
1207 The decision to name the park after the President İnönü was taken at the Istanbul Municipal Council on the 
proposal of a council member named Atıf Ödül. İBA, Meclis Müdürlüğü, Meclis Kararları (Bayındırlık), 11/252, 
01.11.1941. 
1208 There was little, if any, opposition to the demolition of the barracks. I have seen no evidence that suggests 
the barracks were represented as a heritage to preserve. Falih Rıfkı retrospectively praised Kırdar for initiating 
the demolition of the barracks from the rear facade so as to preempt any intervention to stop the project. Falih 
Rıfkı Atay, “Sohbetler: İki Vesika,” Cumhuriyet, October 9, 1949. It is noteworthy that, in 2013, the Istanbul 
Municipality initiated the failed project of demolishing the Gezi Park at more or less the same point.  
1209 “Taksim Belediye Gazinosu,” Arkitekt 183-184 (August-September 1940): 146-147.  
1210 “Şehir Gazinosunun Temeli Atıldı,” Tan, July 16, 1939. References to Balkan cities often had negative 
connotations in the local public sphere. In a newspaper article, for example, Nadir Nadi warned that, unless the 
municipality controlled the new constructions flanking the Atatürk Boulevard, Istanbul would face “a Balkan-
like ugliness (Balkanvari bir çirkinlik).” Nadir Nadi, “İnşaat Disiplini,” Cumhuriyet, July 26, 1938. There were 
also critics that found it offensive to take Balkan cities as an inspiration for the modernization of Istanbul. See 
Chapter 3.  



 
 

480 

the Park II in the 1940s, constituting an axis of culture and recreation that crowned the hill 

overlooking the Bosphorus. At the other end of the Park II in Dolmabahçe, the foundations of 

the first modern stadium of Istanbul were laid in 1939.1211 The appropriation of the sparsely 

built area of the Park II was not difficult for it consisted largely of urban farms (bostan).1212 

By the late 1940s, the Park II had evolved into a massive green space dotted by modern 

buildings and facilities. Together with the Taksim Square and the Gezi Park, it constituted a 

modern urban enclave in a city of massive infrastructural problems, burnt areas, and myriad 

other ordeals.    

The transformation of the Taksim-Dolmabahçe area was the most notable achievement 

of the Prost Plan. Prost conceived this recreational axis as a buffer zone, which would help 

block urban expansion toward the north, and encourage, instead, new residential 

neighborhoods to develop along the shores of the Marmara Sea.1213 As we have seen above, 

Prost and the mayor Kırdar represented the project as a commemoration of a widely popular 

historical incident, namely Mehmed II’s transportation of ships from the Bosphorus to the 

Golden Horn via land so as to bypass the Byzantine blockade during the siege of 

Constantinople in 1453. (Figure 177 and 178) The mayor and the French architect declared 

that a Conquest Street would overlap with the alleged route of the ships, running through the 

Park II from Dolmabahçe to the Golden Horn via Taksim. Kırdar specifically pointed out that 

the Conquest Street would connect to the Atatürk Boulevard, another major urban 

intervention, via Atatürk Bridge. He boasted that, upon the completion of the project, “a 

                                                
1211 The stadium was designed by Italian architect Paolo Vietti Violi. Paolo Ricco, “Finding a Balance between 
Art and Technique: The Sports Centers Designed by Paolo Vietti Violi in Turkey,” in Italian Architects and 
Builders in the Ottoman Empire and Modern Turkey, eds., Paolo Girardelli and Ezio Godoli, (Newcastle upon 
Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2017), 267-280.  
1212 The only legal issue in the confiscation of this large area involved the portion of a land in Maçka claimed by 
the inheritors of Yusuf İzzeddin, Ottoman Crown Prince between 1909 and 1916. “Yusuf İzzettine Ait Arazi ve 
Bahçeler,” Tan, November 17, 1943.  
1213 IFA/AA, Fonds Prost, 343 AA 7/3.  
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tourist that gets on an automobile in Dolmabahçe will travel from one end of a well-built city 

to the other without encountering any dilapidation.”1214      

Throughout the 1940s, Kırdar’s urbanism sparked controversies in which this 

particular point of creating “a well-built” urban enclave remained a major theme. Critics 

accused Kırdar of devoting most of the limited municipal resources to create a modern façade 

behind which lied a largely pre-modern city grappling with various infrastructural problems 

such as the lack of sewers. In opinion surveys about municipal projects conducted by local 

newspapers, participants urged the municipality to prioritize these problems. They particularly 

demanded the improvement of hospitals, which was under the municipal jurisdiction at the 

time. For example, a citizen named Ziya Işık sent a single-sentence response to one of these 

surveys asking how the municipal resources should be used: “I want the municipality to build 

hospitals before anything else.”1215 Journalist Safaedding Karnakçı wrote: “The people of 

Istanbul do not want municipal projects that cater to pleasure and beauty. They are in need of 

municipal works that relate to their health and comfort, and [of services] that are cheap and 

even free.”1216 

                                                
1214 “1953teki İstanbulun Panoraması. Fetih Yolu Üzerinde Açılacak Bulvar,” Cumhuriyet, June 14, 1942.  
1215 “Anketimiz,” Cumhuriyet, March 12, 1939.  
1216 Safaeddin Karnakçı, “Şehir Meclisinin Yeni Azasile Hasbıhal,” Cumhuriyet, November 3, 1942.  
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Figure 177: Aerial photograph of Taksim and Park II area before interventions, 1937. The 
large rectangular building in the foreground, slightly to the left, is the Taksim Barracks. To its 
left is the regularized pocket of apartment buildings in the Talimhane area.  (IFA/AA) 
 

 

Figure 178.a: Study for the Park 2. (IFA/AA) 
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Figure 178.b: Study for the Park 2, detail: “Commemoration of the Passage of the 
Conqueror.” (IFA/AA) 
 

Another major theme of the debates was the Second World War. Kırdar was subject to 

harsh criticism for implementing urban projects when Turkey could suddenly be dragged into 

the war. It is noteworthy that, at a time when the government control over the press was more 

tightened than ever with very little, if any, room for political opposition, the local press 

treated the mayor-governor bitterly. The devastating impact of aerial bombardment in the first 

few months of the war triggered a public debate over the defense of Istanbul and its historical 

patrimony in the case that Turkey joined the war. Especially in March 1940, a deluge of 

reports and commentaries in local newspapers discussed the issue of “passive defense” (pasif 

koruma), extra-military strategies aiming to minimize the damage of an enemy attack. Some 

were against any project that did not directly relate to the defense of the city. An anonymous 

contributor to Cumhuriyet argued that people of Istanbul could survive without theaters and 

ignore muddy streets only if they knew that the existing resources were transferred to the 

defense of their city.1217 Others, however, defended Kırdar, and railed against the opposition 

to urban interventions. For example, Yusuf Ziya Ortaç wrote that the city needed large streets 

and boulevards to get to the shelters in the case of an enemy attack. “No,” he continued 

                                                
1217 M.S., “Bir Mes’ele. Koruma Planı mı, İmar Planı mı Lazım?” Cumhuriyet, March 5, 1940.  
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addressing those that criticized the municipality, “urban projects will continue! The great 

enthusiasm for living will fuel them, not the lethargy of the fear of death.”1218 Prost also took 

the war as an opportunity to implement some of the critical projects of his plan. In a letter to 

Kırdar in April 1940, he referred to his experience in Morocco during the First World War, 

“where many of the urgent urban projects were implemented in the name of military 

defense.”1219 Prost particularly advised the mayor to give priority to the opening of 

thoroughfares linking distant sections of the city to one another, and the transfer of those 

industrial and transportation establishments around historical monuments that could be targets 

of aerial bombardment, most importantly the Sirkeci Train Station, which was not far from 

the Topkapı Palace and the Hagia Sophia.1220  

In the midst of these debates over the security of Istanbul and its patrimony, municipal 

investments in culture proved controversial. Critics accused Kırdar of wasting resources for 

projects that were luxurious at a time when improving the passive defense of the city should 

have priority. They particularly targeted the Taksim Theater and Opera Hall project. First 

designed by the celebrated French architect Auguste Perret on Prost’s recommendation, and 

then replaced by another design by Turkish architect Hayati Tabanlıoğlu, the Taksim Theater 

and Opera Hall (later Atatürk Cultural Center) was perhaps the most controversial of all 

architectural projects in the history of the Turkish Republic.1221 (Figures 179 to 181) Its still 

continuing saga started in the early 1940s. In May 1940, for example, Velid Ebuzziya of 

                                                
1218 Yusuf Ziya Ortaç, “İmar!” Akbaba, March 14, 1940.  
1219 IFA/AA, Fonds Prost, 343 AA 6/4, Les Transformations d’Istanbul IV, 76, letter to Kırdar dated 8 April 
1940.  
1220 IFA/AA, Fonds Prost, 343 AA 6/5, Les Transformations d’Istanbul V, 153-158, note dated 8 August 1943.  
1221 Although the foundations of the building were laid in 1946, it was not completed until 1969. A year after its 
inauguration, the Atatürk Cultural Center was seriously damaged due to a fire that erupted during a theater 
performance (Arthur Miller’s The Crucible). Reopened in 1978, the center served until 2008, when it was closed 
amid debates over its demolition. The government campaign for its demolition met the resistance of artists, 
intellectuals, architects, and a wide section of the society. The fate of the building was at the forefront of the 
public debates during the Gezi Uprising of 2013. In November 2017, the President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan 
announced a project for a fundamental restructuring of the Atatürk Cultural Center, entrusted to Murat 
Tabanlıoğlu, the son of the building’s architect Hayati Tabanlıoğlu. As part of the project, the building was 
pulled down in May 2018.  
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Tasvir-i Efkar criticized the municipality in an article titled “Theater or Shelter?”1222 Kırdar 

immediately contacted the newspaper, and declared that the project had started before the war 

and would continue, and that the municipality gave priority to the improvement of 

hospitals.1223 During a meeting at the Municipal Council, Hamdi Bütün, one of the council 

members, also criticized the theater and municipal club projects, and urged the municipality 

to channel any resources for infrastructural projects, specifically sewages. Kırdar contended 

that while the theater would bring revenue to the municipality, the sewages would not. The 

majority of the members supported Kırdar’s argument.1224   

 

Figure 179: Taksim Theater and Opera Hall, preliminary design by Auguste Perret. (After 
Cumhuriyet Devrinde İstanbul) 
 

                                                
1222 Velid Ebuzziya, “Tiyatro mu Sığınak mı?” Tasvir-i Efkar, May 21, 1940. Similar questions had long 
circulated in local press. See “Şehir Tiyatrosu mu Lazım Hastane mi,” Resimli Ay, January 15, 1931. 
1223 Tasvir-i Efkar, May 22, 1940.  
1224 “Şehir Meclisinde Kanalizasyon İşi,” Cumhuriyet, March 1, 1940.  
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Figure 180: The future location of the Taksim Theater and Opera Hall. (IFA/AA) 

 

 

Figure 181: Atatürk Cultural Center (Arkitekt) 

 

As there seemed no end to the war in the next few years, which put Turkish economy 

into a severe crisis, the municipality had to suspend the theater project. When the project 

resumed in 1945, Kırdar argued the war in Europe had proved that theaters were not a luxury 
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but a vital tool to boost public morale under the most difficult circumstances.1225 In addition 

to the Taksim Theater and Opera Hall, he announced that an open-air theater would be built in 

Park II. Designed by Turkish architects Nahit Uysal and Nihat Yücel, the open-air theater 

only served to double the criticisms, which dwelled exclusively on the urgent infrastructural 

needs in the post-war period.1226 (Figures 182 and 183) Muhsin Ertuğrul, the leading actor 

and director of his time, penned a newspaper article responding to the criticism of 

wastefulness: “Even for savage Romans that had taken over the heritage of the civilized 

Greeks, the motto of uprisings was Panem et Circenses. Bread and Circusses. […] Theater is 

as basic a need as bread. During the war, each embattled nation had frontline theaters. Our 

neighbor Bulgaria has a theater in every one of its medium-sized cities. […] Those that 

criticize the open-air theater as wastefulness should realize that we are 2,500 years backwards 

than the Greeks. How can this cheap theater be a luxury for our nation?”1227 On the day 

Ertuğrul’s article appeared, the open-air theater was inaugurated. The first play performed in 

the new venue was Sophocles’ King Oedipus.1228     

Another theme of criticisms against the municipal investments in culture, and the 

emphasis on the modernization of the Taksim-Dolmabahçe area, involved their discrepancy 

with the surrounding physical and social contexts. For example, Nadir Nadi of Cumhuriyet 

argued against spending heavily on buildings before respective arts (theater or opera) have 

made relative progress. Paris built its Opera House in 1875, he wrote, “[and] the Viennese 

Conservatory still does not have its own building.”1229 Moreover, in his letter to Cumhuriyet, 

a reader complained that, even though the nice streets and boulevards around Taksim were 

                                                
1225 “İstanbulun İmarı Yolunda Yeni Başarı ve Teşebbüsler,” Cumhuriyet, April 26, 1946.  
1226 “İstanbul Açık Hava Tiyatrosu Proje Müsabakası,” Arkitekt 173-174 (1946), 104-109.  
1227 Muhsin Ertuğrul, “İstanbul Açık Hava Tiyatrosu Açılırken,” Cumhuriyet, August 9, 1947. Although 
Ertuğrul uses it in a positive sense, panem et circenses, in fact, signified a critical reaction to the Romans’ 
appeasement and pacification of common people through diversion, distraction, and provision of the most 
fundamental needs. 
1228 “Açıkhava Tiyatrosunda İlk Temsil,” Cumhuriyet, August 10, 1947.  
1229 Nadir Nadi, “Hangisi Önce,” Cumhuriyet, January 6, 1939.  
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not physically inferior to their peers in Europe, they lacked the bars, cafes, and restaurants 

that made European streets lively social environments.1230 A cartoon that appeared in Akbaba 

pointed to another dimension of the contrast between the physical and the social in Taksim. It 

featured the Taksim Garden (later incorporated into the Gezi Park), a space to foster modern 

forms of recreation and socialization that included the modernist Municipal Club. The 

doorman of the garden, however, was in a peasant outfit.1231 (Figure 184) 

 

 

Figure 182: Open-Air Theater, Nihat Uysal and Nahit Yücel. (After Arkitekt) 

 

                                                
1230 “Halkın Dilinden. Dilekler, Şikayetler ve Fikirler,” Cumhuriyet, September 1, 1946.  
1231 Akbaba, August 7, 1941.  
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Figure 183: Open-Air Theater and the Sports and Exhibition Hall (designed by Paolo Vietti-
Violi, Şinasi Şahingiray and Fazıl Aysu) in Park 2. (IFA/AA) 
 

 

Figure 184: Akbaba, August 7, 1941. 
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Figure 185: Lütfi Kırdar (front row, left) and Henri Prost (front row, right) (IFA/AA) 

  

One of the supporters of the municipal projects during the war was Burhan Belge, an 

influential intellectual. In a newspaper article titled “Toward the Istanbul of Tomorrow,” 

Belge eulogized Kırdar as a great municipal administrator that would be remembered with 

admiration, just as Cemil Topuzlu, who, despite the harsh criticism he had undergone during 

his tenure, endowed Istanbul with much-desired parks.1232 He referred to his personal 

exchange with Bernard Shaw, who argued that municipal projects should not be consulted 

with people. “If London had sought public approval for each urban project, it would have 

been a dump today,” Shaw reportedly said. Belge suggested Kırdar to follow the Irish 

playwright’s advice, and implement his projects without heeding the critics.  

Kırdar and Prost also responded to criticisms leveled against them. The mayor 

patronized the publication of four richly illustrated booklets advertising the achievements of 

the municipality during his tenure.1233 These booklets emphasized the role of boulevards, 

                                                
1232 Burhan Belge, “Yarınki İstanbula Doğru,” Tan, December 22, 1943. 
1233 Güzelleşen İstanbul (İstanbul: İstanbul Büyükşehir Belediyesi, 1943); Abidin Daver, Dünkü Bugünkü 
Yarınki İstanbul (İstanbul: Belediye Matbaası, 1944); Yenileşen İstanbul: 1939 Başından 1947 Sonuna Kadar 



 
 

491 

public squares, and green spaces in modern cities, and effectively exploited the conventional 

strategy of visual contrast by juxtaposing photographs of the same sites taken before and after 

the municipality’s interventions. (Figure 158) In addition, Kırdar missed no opportunity to 

defend himself and his projects in local newspapers. “While we were expecting pressure for 

more parks and green spaces,” he stated in one of his interviews, “there is an abnormal enmity 

against the green.”1234 Prost also found the opposition against green spaces abnormal. In a 

two-page note found in his personal archives, the French architect played with the populist 

overtones of public criticisms against urban projects by arguing that these projects provided 

people with parks and gardens that had previously been the privilege of the rich.1235 

These attempts were of little avail to quell the opposition against parks and green 

spaces. For example, Cumhuriyet reported in April 1947 that, while the municipality 

complained of poor revenues, it imported plants for the Gezi Park and Park II from Italy. The 

title of the report was “The Municipality’s Fondness for Luxury.”1236 Although Kırdar and 

Prost had a number of influential supporters in the local press, their ability to produce popular 

consent for urban projects was gone altogether in the aftermath of the Second World War. In 

leading newspapers, the dominant narrative about Kırdar and his legacy was largely one of 

disapproval. Metin Toker of Cumhuriyet criticized the mayor of focusing on parks and 

cultural institutions so as to create the illusion that Istanbul had gone through a 

comprehensive urban modernization process, while, in fact, the pressing infrastructural 

problems of the city remained mostly in their place.1237 Socialist Başdan newspaper echoed 

Toker’s criticism, accusing Kırdar of creating a showcase in and around the Gezi Park.1238 

                                                                                                                                                   
İstanbul’da Neler Yapıldı? (İstanbul: İstanbul Belediye Matbaası, 1947); Cumhuriyet Devrinde İstanbul 
(İstanbul: Milli Eğitim Basımevi, 1949).  
1234 Abidin Daver, “Daha Yeşil İstanbul,” Cumhuriyet, July 19, 1948.  
1235 IFA/AA, Fonds Prost, 343 AA 8/1, Note dated 28 November 1946.  
1236 “İstanbul Belediyesinde Lüks Merakı,” Cumhuriyet, April 19, 1947.  
1237 Metin Toker, “İstanbul İmar Planı Tatbik Edilemez Hale Geliyor,” Cumhuriyet, February 4, 1948. 
1238 “Buraya Ne Dikilecek?” Başdan, September 7, 1948.  
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Founded and contributed by three leading literary figures of the past century (Aziz Nesin, 

Sabahattin Ali, and Rıfat Ilgaz), Başdan was one of the periodicals off the mainstream that 

flourished after 1945 thanks to the advent of multiparty politics. The most celebrated of these 

periodicals was the satirical weekly Markopaşa, another collaborative project by Nesin, Ali, 

and Ilgaz. Thanks to its subversive satire targeting the government and the municipality, the 

journal at once outsold even the established newspapers, and faced repeated bans, which 

forced it to reappear under seven different names at intervals, and eventually disappear for 

good.1239 Markopaşa often accused the municipality of wasting resources for ostentatious 

projects, especially those around Taksim. For example, while the Istanbul Municipality 

underpaid its workers, wrote the journal, it spent a lot of resources on a project for a public 

statue in Gezi Park, which never materialized.1240  

These debates signified a considerable shift in the narratives of Istanbul’s physical and 

social topography. From the mid-1940s onwards, many critics began to elaborate on the 

theme of class to account for and criticize the contrast between the enclave of the modern city 

around Taksim and the rest of Istanbul. I will mention two examples. The first is a newspaper 

article by Adnan Cemgil, a socialist intellectual. In this article, Cemgil pointed out that, as the 

municipality and the local press focused on ostentatious projects for monuments, stadiums, or 

parks, there was little talk about whether the neighborhoods of the poor would benefit from 

urban modernization at all.1241 Only those neighborhoods through which the railway passed 

drew attention, he wrote, and that had nothing to do with the interests of their residents, but 

involved demolishing them so that passengers coming from Europe did not see their 

dilapidation. “What about many other neighborhoods of the poor? Will they remain what they 

are because they are distant from the eyes of the Europeans? […] Will we say it is impossible 

                                                
1239 Levent Cantek, Markopaşa: Bir Mizah ve Muhalefet Efsanesi (İstanbul: İletişim Yayınları, 2001). 
1240 “İstanbul Belediyesi Taşlara Para Yediriyor, Çalışanına Yok,” Markopaşa, October 10, 1947. 
1241 Adnan Cemgil, “Bir Şehir Kurulurken,” Tan, July 6, 1943.  
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to rehabilitate such neighborhoods because they exist even in modern western cities, which 

are products of liberalism whose confused followers still exist in our country?”1242 Without 

fighting poverty, Cemgil concluded, the beautification plan (güzelleştirme planı) meant little.    

The second example is a scathing criticism of mayor Lütfi Kırdar published in 

Markopaşa in 1947. Considering Markopaşa’s rapid success, one can safely claim that the 

anonymous piece (most probably penned by Aziz Nesin who prepared much of the journal’s 

content) reflected popular grievances about the ongoing urban projects. It perfectly, albeit 

radically, indicates that the early republican urbanism in Istanbul (in terms of themes that 

surrounded it and the protocols of negotiating it) was about to end. A lengthy quote will, 

therefore, appropriately wrap up the present section, and lead us to the conclusion of this 

chapter:  

You have built radio houses, open-air theaters, public squares, stadiums, clubs, and 
parks; all luxurious and out of place given the financial capabilities of Istanbul (kel 
başa şimşir tarak misali). In the stadiums, are we going to watch with proud our 
youth, one fourth of whom are infected with tuberculosis? Who will entertain 
themselves in your clubs? People that faint due to hunger? While you cannot pay your 
officials’ salaries, how many poor people’s (donsuz, lit. “without an underwear”) 
rights do you waste to fund your banquets? Have you ever driven through poor 
neighborhoods with your luxurious car? Have you ever seen people packed like fish in 
trams? People that cross muddy streets as ducks are the ones that fund your many 
disrupted projects. Kırdar must resign!1243 

  

Conclusion  

The changing themes and terms of public debates over the modernization of Istanbul 

embodied larger transformations that were happening by the late 1940s. The rise of multiparty 

politics from 1945 onwards led to the loosening of state control over the press and political 

organizations. As popular vote became the key to power, political discourses put more 

emphasis on the underprivileged segments of the society than ever before. Also, the gradual 

liberalization of Turkish economy accelerated the migration from countryside to cities, most 

                                                
1242 Ibid. 
1243 “Validen Hesap İstiyoruz!” Markopaşa, November 2, 1947.  
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notably to Istanbul. Both the rise of multiparty politics and the liberalization of Turkish 

economy were part and parcel of the global moment of the nascent Cold War, and the Turkish 

aspirations to join the U.S.-led alliance that evolved into North Atlantic Treaty Organization 

in 1949. It is also important to note that the tight secularism of the 1930s began to loosen after 

the Second World War, leading to the return of religious discourses to the public sphere as a 

tool to quell the challenge of socialism and class politics. Under these circumstances, Istanbul 

was on the verge of becoming an ever-expanding city both physically and demographically by 

the end of the 1940s.     

The dramatic reshuffling of the context that surrounded Istanbul’s urban 

modernization introduced new crises, tensions, and debates that had not been around during 

the early republic. While the consolidation of the existing urban area had been on top of the 

agenda during the early republic, the city began to move out of its Ottoman boundaries from 

the late 1940s onwards, a process that has since been going on without interruption. 

Controlling the rapid urban expansion, most of which was in the form of illegal settlements, 

now became a major concern. The late 1940s also marks the emergence of Anatolian migrants 

as important actors of urbanism and urban politics. As we will see in the Epilogue, most of 

the debates over Istanbul’s urban modernization gradually shifted to the question of Anatolian 

migrants and their illegal settlements mushrooming around the city. Moreover, the discourses 

of historical monuments now acquired religious or devotional motifs, which had been 

marginalized in the secular public sphere of the early republic.   

I would like to mention briefly four urban projects/developments from the late 1940s, 

which, I claim, embodied those new dynamics that would shape the city’s urban landscape 

through the 2010s. The first, the Levent Mass Housing Project, involves the expansion of the 

urban area beyond the limits set by the Prost plan. Despite Prost’s fierce opposition, this first 

mass housing project was implemented in the late 1940s and early 1950s, and followed by 
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many others in subsequent decades.1244 (Figure 186) The second project was the Hilton 

Hotel, the first five-star hotel of Istanbul. The Hilton Hotel represented the advent of 

international capital and post-war international style in the architectural and urban scene of 

Istanbul, which have both played a critical role in the reconfiguration of the city’s physical 

environment ever since.1245 (Figure 187)  

The third project was the Şişli Mosque. The first large-scale mosque project of the 

republican period in Istanbul, the Şişli Mosque was initiated by Şükrü and Yusuf Gürün 

brothers, who donated the substantial sum of 100,000 Turkish Liras.1246 The municipality 

supported the project, and provided land free of charge. Also, local residents founded an 

association to raise funds for the construction of the mosque, to which people from around the 

city contributed.1247 The local press emphasized that the mosque fulfilled a major need in the 

Şişli area originally dominated by non-Muslims, whose presence was being marginalized 

since the 1920s.1248 Architecturally, the mosque reinterpreted the formal and spatial 

vocabulary of classical, sixteenth century Ottoman architecture, serving as a model for 

countless mosques of diverse sizes that had since been built all around Turkey. (Figure 188) 

Perhaps more noteworthy of all was the representation of the mosque in local press. As we 

have seen in Chapter 5, early republican discourses of historical monuments had consistently 

avoided the devotional function of mosques, medreses, and similar building types, and, 

instead, represented them as manifestations of a timeless Turkish intellect.1249 But now, for 

the first time since the early 1920s, we see a mosque being represented in overtly religious 

                                                
1244 K. Ahmet Aru and Rebii Gorbon, “Levend Mahallesi,” Arkitekt 253-254 (1952), 174-181.  
1245 Sibel Bozdoğan and Esra Akcan, Turkey: Modern Architectures in History (London: Reaktion Books, 
2012), 116-121.  
1246 “Şişli Camisinin İnşası İlerliyor,” Arkitekt 179-180, (1946), 268-270. For the catalogue of an exhibition on 
the mosque, see Baha Tanman, Şişli Camii (İstanbul: İstanbul Araştırmaları Enstitüsü, 2016).  
1247 The members of association included notable figures such as Kazım Taşkent, bureaucrat and publisher, 
Burhan Felek, journalist and sports administrator, and Ekrem Hakkı Ayverdi, restorator and historian. EEKEA, 
G2, “Şişli Cami Yaptırma Derneği Olağanüstü Toplantısı Tutanakları,” January 25, 1946.  
1248 “Şişlide Yapılacak Caminin Temeli Atıldı,” Cumhuriyet, June 23, 1946.  
1249 See Chapter 5.  
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terms. A report in Arkitekt, for example, thanked the contributors to the project in the name of 

God (Allah razı olsun).1250 Reporting from the inaugural prayer at the mosque in 1949, 

journalist Metin Toker wrote that the Şişli Mosque would be “a sign of [our] loyalty to [our] 

religion.”1251 The leading architect of the early republican period, and a favorite of late 

president Atatürk, Seyfi Arkan also extolled the project, calling it as “a white beam of divine 

light rising from the faithful chest of Turkish people.”1252 The Şişli Mosque project perfectly 

represented the return of religion to the Turkish public sphere from the late 1940s 

onwards.1253   

In addition to these three projects, the advent of a new urban phenomenon by the late 

1940s also marked an important turning point: the squatter settlements, popularly called 

gecekondu (literally, “erected overnight”). Although the gecekondu had become a source of 

public debate as early as in 1937,1254 it was in the late 1940s that it posed a major challenge 

for the urban administration of Istanbul. Triggered by the sudden population increase of the 

post-1945 period, the gecekondu mushroomed around the peripheries of Istanbul, perplexing 

both the local public and the municipality.1255 (Figure 189) As we will see in the Epilogue, 

during the rest of the twentieth century, the gecekondu played a significant role in the massive 

expansion of Istanbul’s urban area in a largely uncontrolled fashion, and remained a top issue 

for public debates, scholarly studies, and political polemics. In addition to their physical 
                                                
1250 “Şişli Camisinin İnşası İlerliyor,” Arkitekt, 179-180 (1946): 268-270. 
1251 Metin Toker, “Şehirden Röportajlar. Halkın Yaptırdığı Mabed, Şişli Camii,” Cumhuriyet, June 28, 1949.  
1252 Seyfi Arkan, “Şişlide Yapılan Cami Güzel Bir Eser Oluyor,” Cumhuriyet, November 4, 1946.  
1253 In 1950, a year after the inauguration of the Şişli Mosque, the government lifted the ban on visiting tombs 
(türbe), which had been put into effect as a critical step toward a secular regime back in 1925. One Ottoman 
tomb in Istanbul after another was opened to visitors during the next few weeks. “Barbarosun Türbesi Dün 
Açıldı,” Cumhuriyet, April 19, 1950; “Kanuninin Türbesi Dün Açıldı,” Cumhuriyet, April 20, 1950; “Yavuz 
Sultan Selimin Türbesi Dün Açıldı,” Cumhuriyet, April 22, 1950.  For an overview of the increasing references 
to religion in the political discourses of the post-1945 period, see Sabahattin Nal, "Demokrat Parti'nin 1950-54 
Dönemi Din Siyaseti," Ankara Üniversitesi Siyasal Bilgiler Fakültesi Dergisi 60/3 (2005), 137-171.  
1254 “Devlet Kanunlarına Tabi Olmayan İki Köy,” Cumhuriyet, March 25, 1937.  
1255 Sibel Bozdoğan and Esra Akcan, Turkey: Modern Architectures in History (London: Reaktion Books, 
2012), 164. Of countless reports and columns devoted to the gecekondu phenomenon in the late 1940s, check the 
following two: “Gecekondu Evleri Niçin ve Nasıl Yapılıyor,” Cumhuriyet, July 20, 1947; “Gecekondular Şehri. 
Karakolsuz, Hakimsiz, 10 Bin Nüfuslu Belde,” Cumhuriyet, July 16, 1948.  
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consequences, the gecekondu also brought new socio-political dynamics to the local and 

national scene, functioning as a breeding ground for political dissent.  

Throughout this dissertation, I have repeatedly emphasized the continuities between 

the final decades of the Ottoman Empire and the early republican period regarding the 

infrastructural and discursive dynamics of urbanism and historical preservation. As I made it 

clear in the introduction, the reason why this dissertation begins in 1923 is not the foundation 

of the Turkish Republic in that year but the resurgence of urban interventions and debates 

over urban modernization following an interval of nine years due to the First World War 

(1914-1918) and the Occupation of Istanbul (1918-1923). Likewise, the chronological end of 

this dissertation neither signifies a break with the early republic nor does it have anything to 

do with a political shift at the national scale (such as the beginning of the multiparty era in 

1945 or the fall of the Republican People’s Party in 1950 following twenty-seven years in 

power). As I will discuss in the epilogue, there were also major continuities between the early 

republican period and its aftermath in terms of Istanbul’s urban transformation and the 

debates that surrounded it. Most importantly, the agency of Istanbul’s residents at the 

intersection of complex local, national, and global dynamics has continued to inform the 

politics and practices of urbanism until our day. Nevertheless, the changing scale, actors, 

discourses, and forms of urban modernization encourage me to end the early republican 

period and this dissertation by the late 1940s. I specifically suggest 1949 as the symbolic 

closure of the early republic from the angle of Istanbul’s urban history. My reference is the 

three projects I have just mentioned. For all of them, 1949 was an important year: the Levent 

Project’s first group of houses were put on sale; the local newspapers announced that the 

Americans would build a modern hotel in Istanbul; and the Şişli Mosque was inaugurated.1256 

Also in 1949, the mayor Fahrettin Kerim Gökay, who had succeeded Kırdar during the same 
                                                
1256 “Levend Mahallesinde İnşa Edilmekte Olan 391 Evin Satışına Başlanıyor,” Cumhuriyet, October 10, 1949; 
Abidin Daver, “Yüz Milyon Dolarlık Döviz Bu,” Cumhuriyet, July 3, 1949; Metin Toker, “Şehirden Röportajlar. 
Halkın Yaptırdığı Mabed, Şişli Camii,” Cumhuriyet, June 28, 1949. 
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year, provided electricity and dispensary to a gecekondu neighborhood (Kazlıçeşme) with an 

official ceremony.1257 This heralded a decades-long period in which governments and local 

administrators would turn a blind eye to gecekondu neighborhoods in expectation of 

popularity and political capital.  

It is important to reiterate that, while all these dynamics redefined the context of 

urbanism, local agents and their interactions with complex national and global dynamics 

continued to inform post-early republican transformations of Istanbul. The epilogue that 

follows offers a brief overview of this checkered history from 1949 to the 2010s.       

 

 

Figure 186: Levent Mass Housing. (After Arkitekt) 

                                                
1257 “Gecekondu Mahallesi Elektriğe Kavuştu,” Cumhuriyet, November 22, 1949.  
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Figure 187: Hilton Hotel. (SALT Research) 

 

 

Figure 188: Şişli Mosque. (SALT Research) 
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Figure 189: “A Few Hours in the City of Gecekondus with a Population of 30,000,” 
Cumhuriyet, November 2, 1949.  
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EPILOGUE 

 

“… progress and decadence imply each other so intimately that, if we were to generalize, we 
would reach the paradoxical conclusion that progress is decadence, and, conversely, 
decadence is progress.”  
 
Mătei Calinescu, Five Faces of Modernity1258 

  

By the end of the early republic, Istanbul was no longer the dilapidated city of the 

early 1920s. The state of its urban infrastructure, residential fabric, and historical monuments 

had been considerably improved. The city had also welcomed new thoroughfares, public 

squares, and parks. A master plan regulating Istanbul’s urban transformation had been in 

effect for a decade. The residents of Istanbul had been desperately aspiring for all these back 

in the 1920s. However, by the late 1940s, they had grown more disillusioned with their city 

even in the face of such a major transformation. For the modernization of the city engendered 

a novel set of problems. For example, while some sections of the city such as Taksim 

transformed into well-regulated, modern spaces, others remained more or less how they had 

been in the early 1920s. The uneven urban modernization sparked bitter criticism in local 

press. So did the uncontrolled urban expansion largely in the form of gecekondu. The ensuing 

public debates referred to the issue of class more frequently than ever before. As the end of 

the single party period vitalized the national political scene from 1945 onwards, the crisis of 

urbanism in Istanbul served as a potent source of criticism towards the municipality and the 

Republican People’s Party.   

In a newspaper article he published in January 1950, Falih Rıfkı Atay, a shrewd 

journalist and critic of urbanism, exhorted his readers not to be deceived by the European 

engravings of Ottoman Istanbul featuring palaces, konaks, and the harem. “Do not assume 

                                                
1258 Mătei Calinescu, Five Faces of Modernity: Modernism, Avant-garde, Decadence, Kitsch, Postmodernism 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 1987), 155.  
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that the dilapidation of the city and the poverty of its inhabitants are anything new,” he 

wrote.1259 Atay’s exhortation went unheeded. By 1950, the deplorable state of the urban 

environment, and the massive financial and legal challenges of urban transformation in the 

1920s were already distant memories. Few people were willing to recognize the immense 

progress made toward the modernization of Istanbul during the early republic. Opposition 

parties and journalists put the blame of Istanbul’s urban crisis exclusively on the RPP and the 

republican regime.1260 After the fall of the RPP from power in 1950, the narrative of the 

republican neglect of Istanbul became entrenched and survived to this day. In a dramatic twist 

of history, the new ruling party, the Democratic Party (DP), turned the RPP into a scapegoat 

of the urban crisis, glossing over the complexities of early republican urbanism in Istanbul, 

very much in the same way as the RPP and the early republican regime brushed aside the 

genuine urban modernization attempts of their Ottoman counterparts.     

The tumultuous history of urban modernization in Istanbul was too complex to reduce 

to a playground shaped by political rivalries. Different constellations of local, national, and 

global dynamics continued to inform the transformations of Istanbul in the post-early 

republican period. First of all, just as the early republic drew on the legal, infrastructural, and 

discursive roots of Ottoman urbanism in Istanbul, the DP era of the 1950s drew on those of 

the early republic. Despite Prost’s dismissal in 1951, the Prost Plan remained in effect. The 

French architect even served as a consultant in the revisions of his own plan in 1957. 

Secondly, the global dynamics of the Cold War redefined the political economy of Turkey. 

The DP integrated the country into the NATO alliance, and secured a steady influx of capital 

through the Marshall Plan, which paved the way for a considerable economic growth during 

                                                
1259 Falih Rıfkı Atay, “Hemşerilerimle,” Cumhuriyet, January 29, 1950.  
1260 Nadir Nadi, “Ah İstanbul!” Cumhuriyet, February 8, 1948; Abidin Daver, “İstanbulu İhmal Değil İmar 
Etmeliyiz,” Cumhuriyet, May 31, 1948.  
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the first half of the 1950s.1261 The increasing budget deficit and the economic crisis of the 

later 1950s, however, led the DP government to turn its attention to the comprehensive 

transformation of Istanbul as a means to reinvigorate national economy. The Prime Minister 

Adnan Menderes was personally involved in what was then called “the Second Conquest” (an 

oft-used trope back in the 1920s to refer to the republican aspirations of modernizing the city) 

to the point of often spending more time in Istanbul than in Ankara. The city went through an 

unprecedented degree of demolitions in the final years of the 1950s, leading to huge 

grievances over expropriation and the loss of historical monuments. One of the many court 

cases directed against Menderes following the military coup in 1960 involved the accusation 

of mishandling urban interventions in Istanbul.1262  

At the same time, migration from countryside to Istanbul accelerated in the 1950s and 

continued at a steady pace through the 2010s. The opening scene of a 1964 movie, Gurbet 

Kuşları (Birds of Exile) perfectly captures the typical encounter of Anatolian migrants with 

Istanbul during the decades following the early republic. It features a migrant family from 

Anatolia arriving in Istanbul at Haydarpaşa Train Station. Excited and hopeful, they cross the 

Bosphorus by ferry. Having sold all their properties back home, the elderly couple, their three 

adult sons, and their adult daughter gaze at the celebrated silhouette of Istanbul from the ferry. 

The father says: “Our hearts have the same burning desire: conquering this city.” The desire 

to fulfill their dreams overcome millions of migrants on their first arrival in the city, “whose 

stone and soil were in gold,” as the popular saying went. In addition to political parties, prime 

ministers, or mayors, “conquering Istanbul” also inspired the dreams of migrants.  

From 1950 to 1960, the population of Istanbul increased about 50%, from a little less 

than a million to almost a million and a half. By 1970, it had already eclipsed two million 
                                                
1261 Korkut Boratav, Türkiye İktisat Tarihi 1908-2009 (Ankara: İmge, 2015). For the political and economic 
transformation of Turkey under U.S. influence in the post-war period, see Begüm Adalet’s recent book. Begüm 
Adalet, Hotels and Highways: The Construction of Modernization Theory in Cold War Turkey (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2018). 
1262 Emine Gürsoy Naskali (ed.), Yassıada Zabıtları IX, İstimlak Davası (İstanbul: Kitabevi, 2005) 
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residents, and in 1990, Istanbul had more than seven million registered inhabitants.1263 The 

concomitant urban expansion occurred through a largely uncontrolled process dominated by 

the gecekondu neighborhoods. The gecekondu phenomenon stood at the center of Istanbul’s 

urban socio-political history from the 1950s onwards. In the early 1960s, around 45% of 

Istanbul’s population lived in gecekondus.1264 Deprived of basic infrastructure and 

architectural quality, these illegal constellations of housing were subject to the perennial 

threat of demolition. Yet, their electoral potential enticed the authorities to turn a blind eye on 

the illegality of these neighborhoods. Political parties often promised the gecekondu dwellers 

to grant title deeds in return for their votes. Many of the gecekondu neighborhoods were thus 

legalized, which encouraged the formation of many others. The mushrooming of gecekondus 

gave rise to populist discourses on urban modernization. The emphasis was now on the plight 

of gecekondu dwellers, whose voting behavior was critical for electoral success.   

Political movements off the mainstream also directed their attention to the problem of 

gecekondu. The two major challenges to the republican regime, socialism and Islamism, both 

flourished in these working-class neighborhoods. The gecekondu neighborhoods became the 

hotspots of political struggles especially in the 1970s. Violent confrontations between the 

authorities and gecekondu residents were not rare. One example involved the local 

authorities’ attempt to demolish the socialist-dominated neighborhood of 1 Mayıs (May 1) in 

Ümraniye. On September 2, 1977, clashes erupted between hundreds of soldiers protecting 

the demolition crew and the people of the neighborhood. Twelve people were killed.1265 

These incidents were crystallized over the clash between two fundamental rights: the right to 

                                                
1263 Neyran Turan, "Towards an Ecological Urbanism for Istanbul," 224, in Megacities: Urban Form, 
Governance, and Sustainability, eds. André Sorensen and Junichiro Okata (London & New York: Springer, 
2010), 223–42. 
1264 Kemal Karpat, The Gecekondu: Rural Migration and Urbanization in Turkey (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1976), 59 (Via Sibel Bozdoğan and Esra Akcan, Turkey, Modern Architectures in History, 
Reaktion Books, London, 2012).   
1265 Şükrü Aslan, 1 Mayıs Mahallesi: 1980 Öncesi Toplumsal Mücadeleler ve Kent (İstanbul: İletişim Yayınları, 
2004). 
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affordable housing and the right to property. At one level, gecekondu residents lived under the 

threat of homelessness. Many of them witnessed their houses being demolished at the behest 

of municipal authorities. At another level, however, many gecekondu dwellers managed to 

obtain title deeds through either skillfully negotiating with the political establishment or 

physically fighting against the demolition attempts. Several districts in today’s Istanbul are a 

product of their struggles.    

As the peripheries of Istanbul underwent intense and uncontrolled urbanization, the 

core areas of the city were also transformed after the early republic. The opening of major 

thoroughfares and coastal boulevards during the 1950s was particularly notable. Although this 

faciliatated the circulation of vehicles initially, the exponential rise in population and number 

of vehicles eventually led to notorious traffic jams that have survived to the 2010s. The 

architectural landscape of Istanbul also changed both stylistically and in terms of scale. 

International modernism and its local reinterpretations informed the new residential and 

public buildings.1266 Grand architectural projects such as the Istanbul City Hall and Hilton 

Hotel, which were both designed and inaugurated in the 1950s, dwarfed their surroundings, 

and introduced unprecedented standards of monumentality. But no project stamped a more 

dramatic presence on the urban landscape than the Bosphorus Bridge, which connected the 

European and Asian sections of Istanbul. Inaugurated in 1973, the bridge altered the 

aesthetics of the Bosphorus forever. Celebrated as a technological triumph by the center 

right/conservative government of the Justice Party (Adalet Partisi), the bridge, in fact, spurred 

urban expansion beyond the northern limits of Istanbul. Only fifteen years later, a second 

bridge on the Bosphorus was inaugurated so as to alleviate the pressure of heavy traffic on the 

first. Named after Mehmed II, the conqueror, the second bridge encouraged further northward 
                                                
1266 Sibel Bozdoğan, “Residential Architecture and Urban Landscape in Istanbul Since 1950,” in Landscapes of 
Development: The Impact of Modernization on the Physical Environment of the Eastern Mediterranean, ed. 
Panayiota Pyla (Cambridge: The Agha Khan Program at the Harvard University Graduate School of Design, 
2013), 119-141; For a thematic survey of Turkish architecture during the twentieth century, see Sibel Bozdoğan 
and Esra Akcan, Turkey, Modern Architectures in History (London: Reaktion Books, 2012).  
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urbanization, which led to the elimination of large swaths of green spaces surrounding 

Istanbul. In 2016, the conservative/Islamist/neoliberal government of Justice and 

Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi) inaugurated the third bridge on the 

Bosphorus, putting what was left of the green strip on Istanbul’s northern periphery into great 

risk. 

In the aftermath of the 1980 Military Coup, Turkish economy underwent a thorny 

process of neo-liberalization under the leadership of Turgut Özal, the founder of conservative 

ANAP (Motherland Party), Prime Minister (1983-1989), and President (1989-1993). 

Marketing the touristic assets of Turkey tempted the successive Özal governments, and 

nothing promised more lucrative prospects than marketing Istanbul. One international hotel 

chain after another opened branches at prestigious locations with commanding views of the 

Bosphorus, often dwarfing the monuments and urban fabric around them. Where legal 

regulations and public opposition precluded those projects that jeopardized the natural and 

historical landscape of Istanbul, political intervention often enabled the capital to circumvent 

them.   

The case of the Süzer Plaza was the most notorious example in this regard. The project 

involved a multi-functional high-rise building adjacent to the İnönü Stadium, an area that fell 

into Prost’s Park 2, a green space. The location was a zone non ædificandi, but, in 1983, Süzer 

Holding managed to have the restrictions lifted, and obtained permission to build a 24,5-

meter-high hotel.1267 Later, the ANAP-controlled metropolitan municipality authorized Süzer 

to increase the building’s height to 134 meters. When the Social Democrats took over the 

municipality in 1989, the new mayor Nurettin Sözen suspended the project, but the court 

ruled that the final say was in the hands of the Beyoğlu district municipality. The latter also 

suspended the project. However, in 1998, an ANAP-led coalition changed the boundaries of 

                                                
1267 Korhan Gümüş, “Ya Gökkafes Ya İstanbul,” Bianet, May 22, 2004 
(http://web.archive.org/web/20161120213550/http://bianet.org/bianet/cevre/35147-ya-gokkafes-ya-istanbul).  
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the district municipalities, and transferred that specific location to the jurisdiction of the 

ANAP-controlled Şişli Municipality, which reauthorized the construction. The plaza was 

finally inaugurated in 2000. With its height of 153 meters, it continues to spoil the landscape 

of the Bosphorus and the horizontal monumentality of the Dolmabahçe Palace.    

Since the 1980s, narratives of the architectural and urban heritage of Istanbul have 

considerably diversified, but their major themes reflected the political transformations of 

Turkey and the dynamics of global tourism. Three themes that had been absent in early 

republican discourses of heritage have now come to the fore: multiculturalism, the empire, 

and Islam. As the ethno-religious violence of the last few decades led to an upsurge of global 

interest in the past epochs of peaceful coexistence, the multicultural heritage of Istanbul, 

which had been completely dismissed during the early republic, has turned into an asset. The 

originally non-Muslim and Levantine neighborhoods of Beyoğlu, which had long been in a 

state of neglect, became an object of liberal nostalgia and went through a process of 

gentrification from the 1990s onwards.1268 The changing perspectives vis-à-vis the 

Ottoman/Islamic heritage were more dramatic and fateful. The early republic had embraced 

the architectural legacy of the Ottoman Empire, but represented it in secular nationalist terms 

deliberately avoiding any references to the dynasty and the religion. The rise of interest in the 

Ottoman Empire together with successive right-wing governments after 1950 culminated with 

the triumph of political Islam from the mid-1990s onwards. Since the Islamist Justice and 

Development Party (AKP) came to power in 2002, the interest in the Ottoman Empire has 

turned into a popular craze for anything that related to the imperial past, from imperial ciphers 

(tuğra) and everyday objects to architecture and TV series. Fuelled by the government and the 

                                                
1268 Ayfer Bartu, “Rethinking Heritage Politics in a Global Context: A View from Istanbul,” in Hybrid 
Urbanism, On the Identity Discourse and the Built Environment, ed. Nezar Alsayyad (London: Praeger, 2001), 
131-155. For a critical historical analysis of the rising interest in the cosmopolitan past of Beyoğlu, see Edhem 
Eldem, “Ottoman Galata and Pera Between Myth and Reality,” in From “Milieu de Mémoire” to “Lieu de 
Mémoire,” The Cultural Memory of Istanbul in the Twentieth Century ed. Ulrike Tishler (München: M. 
Meidenbauer, 2006), 19-36.  
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mass media, a completely de-historicized interest in the Ottoman Empire, aptly termed by a 

scholar as Ottomanalgia, perfectly served the common agendas of Islamism and neoliberalism 

in Turkey.1269   

By the 2000s, the gecekondu phenomenon had lost its momentum, and largely 

vanished from popular and public interest. Instead, corporate investment and state-owned 

mass housing projects took over the construction market. Mass Housing Administration 

(TOKİ) of the Ministry of Environment and Urbanization built hundreds of thousands of flats 

in high-rise apartment buildings.1270 For example, a satellite city project on the outskirts of 

Istanbul, called Kayaşehir, involved 65,000 new flats. Kayaşehir and similar settlements were 

not designed to be self-sufficient urban units, but their residents largely depend on Istanbul to 

access jobs, education, and health services. From 2000 to the present, the pace of both urban 

expansion and population increase (from around ten million to fifteen million registered 

inhabitants) has surpassed that of any period of the past century. Although urban expansion 

was no longer illegal and irregular, it lacks a vision for the sustainability of the city and the 

nature surrounding it. 

In addition to urban expansion, several neighborhoods in the core areas of the city 

have been subject to redevelopment projects since 2000. In some cases, such as Sulukule and 

Fikirtepe, these projects required the elimination of the existing residential fabric. In 

Tarlabaşı, Beyoğlu, the redevelopment project was based on restoring nineteenth century 

houses and making sure any additional construction was designed in harmony with the formal 

and stylistic character of the neighborhood. As these redevelopment projects led to the 

gentrification of Istanbul’s core areas, thousands of people were displaced to the margins of 

                                                
1269 Ufuk Adak, “'Ottomanalgia' and the Protests in Turkey,” Jadaliyya, June 15 2013 
(http://www.jadaliyya.com/Details/28788/%60Ottomanalgia%60-and-the-Protests-in-Turkey - Accessed 13 
February 2018) 
1270 For the TOKİ, see Jean-François Pérouse, “The State without the Public: Some Conjectures about the 
Administration for Collective Housing (TOKİ),” in Order and Compromise: Government Practices in Turkey 
from the Late Ottoman Empire to the Early Twenty-First Century, eds. Mark Aymes, Benjamin Gourisse, and 
Élisse Massicard (Leiden: Brill, 2015), 169-191.     
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the city. Coming mostly from the underprivileged segments of the society, these displaced 

people lost connection with the social, economic, and cultural context of their urban life. The 

case of the Sulukule neighborhood’s Romani inhabitants offers the most dramatic example. 

Traditionally street musicians, dancers, and street hawkers, the Romani were not only 

displaced from their residential quarters, but also from the urban context in which they used to 

earn their living. They were relocated to a TOKİ-designed mass housing in the distant 

outskirts of Istanbul with promises of owning their flats with relatively advantageous 

mortgage terms. However, now unemployed, many Romani could not even afford to pay their 

bills. Many of them left their TOKİ flats in search of reintegration into the city center. 

The patterns of participation to the processes of urbanization considerably transformed 

from the early republican period into the twenty-first century. The mass media (now 

diversified to include the television and the internet) bifurcated into mainstream, corporate 

companies that attract large audiences, and alternative, independent networks with limited 

following. At different degrees, local opposition to urban projects and urban administration is 

largely voiced through mass media. The municipal councils (both at the metropolitan and the 

district levels) also continue to function as a channel for popular participation; but now, in an 

incomparably more populated and complex urban society, party politics tend to inform the 

behavior of council members more decisively than their personal relationship with their 

constituency. The most notable difference that sets apart the twenty-first century from the 

early republic is the dramatically more organized nature of the local search for agency. For 

decades, the Union of Architects has played the most active role in the monitoring of urban 

projects, and leading the public opposition to those that were controversial. During the 2000s, 

the global advent of the Right to the City Movement led to the rise of numerous civil 

initiatives in Istanbul such as Istanbul City Movements (İstanbul Kent Hareketleri) and 

Istanbul City Defense (İstanbul Kent Savunması). These initiatives collaborated with the 
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inhabitants of the neighborhoods threatened by gentrification projects and played a crucial 

role in raising public awareness of social, urban, and environmental costs of neoliberal 

interventions in Istanbul.  

On May 31, 2013, the protests against a government project to destroy the Gezi Park 

and rebuild the Artillery Barracks (now to function as a shopping mall) took on a massive 

scale. The project was part of a larger plan to transform the Taksim Square, and had ignited 

public controversy since its announcement in 2012. The Taksim Solidarity, an umbrella 

organization that consisted of dozens of neighborhood associations, professional unions, 

political parties, and non-governmental organizations, rallied the opposition to the plan from 

the beginning. When the demolition work started on May 28, 2013, with the uprooting of 

trees on the northwest corner of the park, the Taksim Solidarity orchestrated sit-ins and 

protests in the park. As the images of the violent police crackdown (tear-gas, rubber bullets, 

beating, and setting the protestors’ tents on fire) circulated in social media, more and more 

people began participating in the protests. On Friday, May 31, the protests reached 

unprecedented proportions. In the evening, tens of thousands of people were marching toward 

the park from all directions. Many more around the city were banging pots and pans from 

their windows. At night, the protests had spread across the country, notably to Ankara and 

Izmir where thousands of protestors took the streets in support of the resistance to the 

demolition of the Gezi Park.  

The next day brought even more protestors to the streets. At noon, the police retreated 

and the protestors took over the park. In the next fourteen days, the park brought together 

people from all walks of life. Workers, businesspeople, students, elderly people, socialists, 

nationalists, Islamists, LGBTI people, environmentalists, and many others shared the same 

space during day and night. Political groups that used to be sworn enemies of one another 

stood side by side peacefully. Various cultural activities, performances, and workshops took 
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place in the park. Volunteering doctors provided free health care. People from all over 

Istanbul donated money for the free distribution of food. Open-forum debates held at the park 

allowed individuals to make their voices heard. The arguments for environmentalism and 

Right to the City enjoyed an unprecedented level of public visibility. 

According to official statistics, around 3,6 million people participated in the Gezi Park 

Protests around Turkey.1271 Non-official estimates went as far as double this number. It is 

important to note that, by the time the protests broke out, the Turkish public opinion had long 

been polarized over diverse issues ranging from economic inequality to the erosion of 

freedom of speech and secular principles. Hitherto remained contained, these grievances 

found in Gezi Park Protests a long-waited channel of expression in the public sphere. The 

protests quickly took on an anti-government tone. It is noteworthy that, of myriad sources of 

discontent with the then ten-year long Justice and Development Party (AKP) governments, it 

was an urban project that triggered a nation-wide upheaval.   

The complex dynamics of neoliberal political economy, Islamism, secularism, and 

historical heritage intersected at the Gezi Park protests. For the AKP, the project to rebuild the 

nineteenth century Artillery Barracks meant at once a lucrative construction business, 

promotion of Neo-Ottomanism, and elimination of a public space associated with the secular 

aspirations of the early republic. Motivated by what Esra Özyürek calls “nostalgia for the 

modern,” many secular Turks joined the protests to save a public park that symbolized the 

ideals of the early republic, and the patterns of gender-mixed socialization it aspired to 

promote. The early republican buildings and public spaces, which were built amidst debates 

over the elimination of Ottoman heritage, have become heritage themselves over the decades. 

Today, it is the question of their elimination that sparks public controversy. Considering the 

longer historical trajectory from the late Ottoman Empire up to the present, Taksim is a 

                                                
1271 http://t24.com.tr/haber/gezide-kac-eylem-gerceklesti-kac-kisi-goz-altina-alindi,244706 
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particularly notable area of overlapping histories that have since become inscribed into 

collective memories: Muslim and Armenian cemeteries, the Artillery Barracks, the Counter-

revolutionary Uprising of 1909, the Occupation of Istanbul, national celebrations of the 

republican period, the popular memories of the Gezi Park, political demonstrations, May 1 

Celebrations (especially the one in 1977, the so-called Bloody May 1 when thirty four people 

were killed by obscure shooters and the chaos that ensued), and finally the Gezi Uprising. 

Once an urban spot where the multiculturalism and cosmopolitanism of the Ottoman 

Empire thrived, the Taksim area was appropriated by secular nationalism in the early 

republic. Today, Islamist neo-liberalism seeks to claim Taksim as a token of its own political 

triumph. Following a two-week long euphoric and eventful occupation, the police drove the 

protestors out of the Gezi Park. While the uprising’s larger aspirations for political change 

failed, it has saved the park, at least until today (as of May 2018). The government circles 

continue to bring up the project to rebuild the Artillery Barracks time and again. Two recent 

projects, namely the demolition and rebuilding of the Atatürk Cultural Center as a larger 

complex, and the construction of a major mosque, are soon to alter the image of the square 

significantly. The Gezi Uprising may have been crushed, but it left a major legacy. First of all, 

the public interest in the social and environmental costs of neoliberal urbanism has 

dramatically increased. Secondly, the uprising demonstrated the entanglement of the politics 

of urban space with larger struggles over ideology, identity, and class.  

This dissertation was conceived during the 2012-2013 academic year. Its prospectus 

was approved in May 2013, less than a month before the Gezi Uprising. The sudden eruption 

of the uprising on May 31 was, therefore, particularly momentous for the author of this 

dissertation. The struggles for local agency in the early republic had long been forgotten, but, 

despite the different global, national, and local contexts that surrounded the early republic and 

the early 2010s, the local aspirations both for agency and the spaces of modernity were 
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remarkably similar in essence. There is little reason to think that these aspirations will 

disappear in the future. As long as the city as we know it exists, those that are excluded from 

power will struggle for agency.   
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