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Abstract

Sedad Hakki Eldem’s architectural contributions encompass a diverse array
of built and unbuilt projects, discourses, texts, and particularly a multitude of
sketches from his youth. This breadth makes it challenging to encapsulate Eldem’s
architecture in a single characterization. Previous attempts in Eldem literature to
define his work through selected buildings, thoughts, or texts offer a convenient
shortcut but risk overlooking its full continuity. Upon closer examination
of Eldem’s oeuvre, spanning from his childhood to the final years of his life, a
discernible continuity emerges within this diversity. It also becomes evident that
the foundations of Eldem’s architectural genre were laid in his formative years.
This paper aims to offer an alternative interpretation of Eldem’s architecture
by unveiling this underlying continuity and foundational elements. Instead
of focusing on specific buildings selected subjectively, as is the case in existing
readings on Eldem, this paper seeks to evaluate Eldem’s architectural ethos within a
broader framework. Drawing inspiration from Carlo Emilio Gadda’s metaphorical
notion of a “skein”, the study perceives Eldem’s architecture as intricately woven.
The paper employs Italo Calvinos insights on this metaphor to explore Eldem’s
childhood and youth, which served as a nexus of intercultural influences between
Europe and Istanbul. It claims that this period was pivotal in shaping the skein
of his architectural vision. By exploring the interplay between the experiences
and productions of Eldem’s “formative years” and those of his professional life,
this paper asserts that his legacy can be traced through the diverse tapestry of his
work.
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1. Introduction

Born in 1908 in Istanbul, into a high-
ranking bureaucrat family dedicated
to the development and dissemination
of Turkish art and culture in Ottoman
Tirkiye,! Sedad Hakki Eldem is one
of the most prominent figures of the
20"-century Turkish architecture. He
spent most of his childhood and youth
in various European cities where he
completed his primary and high school
education, influenced by both Western
and Ottoman cultures. He returned
to Istanbul and began studying
architecture at the Sanayi-i Nefise
Mektebi in 1924. Upon graduating
from the Academy? in 1928, Eldem
received an ikmadl-i tahsil scholarship,
covering a three-year trip to Europe,
during which he enjoyed significant
freedom in deciding how to spend
his time.* Between 1928 and 1930,
he traveled to France, England and
Germany.*

His two-decade-long journey of
intercultural exchange during his
foundational years profoundly shapes
Eldem’s architectural practice. Sibel
Bozdagan refers to these years as the
“formative years” (2005), during which
geographical and cultural intersections

are not only physically mapped out by
Eldem himself (see Figure 1) but are
also deeply imbued with emotional
significance. The individuals he en-
countered, the places he explored, the
buildings he studied, the experiences
he gained, and the books he examined
all serve as defining nodes within this
intricate network. These nodes are not
isolated; rather, they are interconnect-
ed through Eldem’s creative output.
The sketches found in his early note-
books,” the multitude of buildings he
constructed, the projects that remained
on the drafting board and his extensive
writings, collectively constitute these
creative outputs. Through these works,
Eldem explores various concepts such
as regionalism, modernism, national-
ism, and critical regionalism.
Throughout his multifaceted life,
characterized by roles as an architect,
professor, bureaucrat, and writer, the
interconnections between these nodes
and roles continuously multiply. As a
result, Eldem’s professional portfolio
expands and diversifies, evolving into a
complex web of creations. Over time,
it becomes increasingly challenging to
discern a singular narrative or identity
within his body of work, leading some
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Figure 1. Depiction of Eldem’s journeys taken between 1908-1929, as mapped out by himself

(SALT Research Archive).
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to perceive it as the product of dispa-
rate hands (Vanli, 2006).

This perception may hold true when
analyzing Eldem’s buildings individu-
ally, as each may seem to bear a distinct
signature. However, a comprehensive
understanding of Eldem’s architecture
necessitates grasping the interconnect-
edness of this skein and the network
of relationships that underpin it. Only
when viewed holistically can the rich-
ness and complexity of Eldem’s archi-
tectural legacy be fully appreciated.

This study endeavors to capture
and convey the inherent complexity
of Eldem’s architecture, situated at the
convergence of literature. Employing a
metaphor borrowed from Carlo Emilio
Gaddas novels, Eldem’s architecture
is conceptualized as a “skein,” with
an attempt to elucidate its intricacies
drawing upon Italo Calvino’s insights
on Gadda. The study focuses on elu-
cidating the formation of this skein—
Eldem’s architectural oeuvre—through
the delineation of its constituent points
and connections.

Much like a writer selects a singular
event from an infinite array of possibil-
ities and develops it with fundamental
assumptions to represent the broader
spectrum of potentialities within a sto-
ry (Calvino, 2007), this study centers
on Eldemss early productions, deemed
emblematic of the overarching mul-
tiplicity of his work. This deliberate
focus, not only practical within the
confines of this study but also philo-
sophically resonant, hones in on El-
dem’s formative years, when the foun-
dations of his architectural identity
were first laid. These nascent creations,
documented within his notebooks, un-
veil Eldem’s distinctive approach to ar-
chitectural composition—an adaptive
practice that both diversifies his output
and leaves a discernible imprint within
its diversity. This trace, characterized
by the modernization of traditional el-
ements, permeates Eldem’s entire body
of work, enduring until the culmina-
tion of his career.

In a similar vein, this text weaves its
own narrative skein, offering an alter-
native perspective on Eldem’s architec-
ture while also highlighting the poten-
tial for enriching existing literature.®
The readings on Eldem, often conduct-
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ed by various scholars, primarily focus
on his post-1930s projects, neglecting
his earlier works, which deserve recog-
nition in the literature to gain a holis-
tic understanding of his architecture.
By foregrounding the significance of
Eldem’s early notebooks, often over-
looked in scholarly discourse, this
study seeks to alleviate the congestion
in architectural scholarship, presenting
a fresh lens through which to examine
his contributions.

2. Skein metaphor:
Interconnectedness of everything

In his book American Lessons, Calvino
(2007) initiates the chapter dedicated
to the concept of multiplicity by
incorporating an extensive passage
from the novel Quer Pasticciaccio
Brutto De Via Merulana (The Awful
Mess on Via Merulana) by Italian
author Gadda. This excerpt, which
Calvino deems a superb preamble to
his reflections on the theme, portrays
actions as intricate patterns influenced
by a multitude of converging causes.
Gadda employs terms like “knot”,
“tangle”, and “skein” to depict the
complex nature of these patterns.
According to Calvino (2007), Gadda’s
lifelong endeavor was to “depict the
world as a knot, a tangled skein of yarn,
without diminishing its inextricable
complexity in the least” (Calvino, 2007,
p.116). Drawing inspiration from
Gadda’s representation, Calvino (2007)
develops his own ideas throughout the
chapter. He explores the proliferation
of possibilities in contemporary
novels, which he views as a network of
connections between events, people,
and objects in the world. Calvino
(2007) examines the potential of this
approach in enriching narratives,
emphasizing the interconnectedness
and multifaceted nature of human
experience.

By applying the network of connec-
tions approach to the field of architec-
ture, where numerous cultural, artistic,
social, and economic influences inter-
sect, architectural practice is conceptu-
alized as a complex interplay of various
facets of the world. This includes build-
ings, journeys, events, people, emo-
tions, sites, and thoughts. This frame-
work provides a practical foundation
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for interpreting Eldem’s architecture as
a skein—a metaphorical entanglement
of interconnected elements.

Within this skein, individuals, plac-
es, buildings, experiences, and liter-
ary sources serve as defining points,
shaping Eldem’s architectural vision.
The architectural productions them-
selves—comprising buildings, sketch-
es, articles, books, and notes—act as
the threads that bind these points to-
gether, forming a cohesive narrative of
his creative journey. Through this lens,
Eldem’s architecture emerges as a tap-
estry woven from the intricate connec-
tions between these diverse elements,
reflecting the complexity and richness
of his multidimensional practice.

2.1 First windings of the skein
Eldem begins weaving his skein of
interconnected experiences during
his childhood vyears. His family
connections serve as the initial nodes
within this skein. Due to his father’s
diplomatic postings, Eldem spends
much of his formative years in various
European cities, including Geneva,
Zurich and Munich, where the
foundational points and connections
of his architectural journey take shape.
Immersed in the ambiance of these
cities, he explores books and magazines
on architecture found in the libraries of
the houses where he resides. Inspired
by these resources, he creates drawings
that mark the earliest connections
between these formative nodes (see
Figure 2).

During this period, Eldem encoun-
ters influential architects and their
works such as Karl Friedrich Schin-
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Figure 2. Drawings created at the age of sixteen (SALT Research Archive).

kel, Bruno Taut, and Bruno Paul. Ad-
ditionally, he has the opportunity to
meet Adelbert Niemeyer, a friend of
his uncle Osman Hamdi Bey. His visit
to Niemeyer’s house was a significant
event where Eldem was deeply moved
by the intimate atmosphere, perceiv-
ing the rooms as living personalities
and the house as a harmonious part of
nature and its inhabitants. He explains
this experience saying: “It was as if the
house, the rooms were living togeth-
er with the family. Some places had
not taken shape for years. The rooms
had names, as if they were like living
personalities. They were a reflection, a
part of those who lived inside” (Eldem,
1983, p.6). It was not only the house,
but the furniture inside it also influ-
enced him deeply: “This decor was not
mere decor. As if it was a part of the
nature, a part of those who lived inside.
It was formed with them and maturing
together with them. They had no artifi-
cial existence of their own, and certain-
ly no pretensions” (Eldem, 1983, p.6).
This experience, emphasizing anonym-
ity and being part of nature, leaves an
indelible impression on Eldem, who
never forgot the lessons imparted by
this eminent figure.

The seeds of Eldem’s discourse on
the anonymity’ of architecture, a
theme he would later revisit during his
travels in Anatolia with his students,
were likely sown during this encounter
and the lessons learned from Niemey-
er. This foundational experience shapes
Eldem’s understanding of architecture
as a living, organic entity intimately
intertwined with its surroundings and
inhabitants, devoid of artificiality or

Y RAriscie Vild.
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pretense—a principle he would carry
with him throughout his career.
Eldem’s fascination with architec-
ture gradually expands beyond indi-
vidual houses to encompass the broad-
er urban landscape. He immerses
himself in observing construction sites
within his neighborhood, particularly
those employing traditional building

Figure 3. Designs in which Seljuk, Ottoman, and Persian
architectural elements were adapted (SALT Research Archive).
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methods. Influenced by the cohesive
style and materials found in Munich’s
historic buildings, as well as the city’s
dedication to preserving its architec-
tural heritage (Eldem, 2014), his inter-
est in architecture deepens, leading to a
proliferation of points within his skein.

As his architectural interests diver-
sify, Eldem’s connections multiply. He
adopts a thorough chronicling practice,
which he maintains for approximately a
decade, to meticulously document his
evolving architectural journey. These
notebooks serve as tangible records of
his drawings, architectural musings,
experiences, and observations. They
contain a wealth of materials, includ-
ing photographs of buildings clipped
from magazines, sketches of architec-
tural landmarks, watercolor renditions
of interiors, scaled drawings of furni-
ture, and as Tanyeli (2008) mentions
sketches of characters from Germanic
mythology. Through this meticulous
documentation, Eldem’s burgeoning
interest in architecture becomes in-
creasingly evident. Inspired by his Eu-
ropean experiences and acquaintances,
he resolves to pursue a formal educa-
tion in architecture, setting the stage
for the next phase of his journey.

Upon his return to Tiirkiye in 1924,
Eldem continues to weave his skein, a
process enriched by the geographical
and cultural shift. This new environ-
ment diversifies the points within his
architectural journey, consequently ex-
panding the scope of connections—or
productions—as well. Eldem dedicates
himself to studying a diverse array of
buildings, including mosques, hans,
caravanserais, and palaces.

2.2 Academy years: The skein is
starting to shape

During his years at the Fine Arts
Academy, Eldem’s notebooks are filled
with designs that demonstrate his
adeptness at adapting elements and
proportions from Seljuk, Ottoman,
and Persian architecture® for various
functions. These designs encompass a
wide range of structures, from hans and
hotels to stations and court buildings
(see Figure 3). As his repertoire of
drawings multiplies, Eldem’s inherent
practice of adaptation becomes
increasingly apparent. This practice
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allows for countless experiments,
demonstrating how each architectural
style and form can be tailored to
complement one another. Over time,
this practice evolves into what Eldem
describes as the desire to imbue the
traditional with a modern character
(Eldem, 2014, p.43).°

Eldem’s enduring fascination with
vernacular architecture in Anatolia,
which serves as a discernible thread
connecting various points within his
skein, continues to take shape during
his studies at the Academy. Exploring
Istanbul and several Anatolian cities
during this period, Eldem develops a
keen interest in traditional houses—an
interest that would profoundly influ-
ence his architectural practice and dis-
course throughout his lifetime.

During this period, Eldem deliber-
ately seeks out opportunities to study
and sketch the timber houses of Istan-
bul, often opting for different routes to
the Academy to immerse himself in
the architectural details along the way.
Furthermore, he dedicates his sum-
mers to interning at construction sites
across Anatolian cities such as Izmir,
Konya and Ankara.' It is during these
internships that Eldem’s appreciation
for vernacular architecture deepens, as
he observes firsthand the rich diversity
of architectural traditions prevalent in
these regions."

These experiences culminate in El-
dem’s meticulous documentation of
the historical fabric, a practice that in-
volves capturing photographs, sketch-
ing buildings and meticulously detail-
ing materials and joints. Through these
efforts, Eldem endeavors to preserve
and celebrate the architectural heritage
of Tiirkiye, laying the groundwork for
his future architectural endeavors root-
ed in a deep understanding of vernacu-
lar architecture.

Eldem’s dissatisfaction with the
classical education provided by the
Academy prompts him to seek solace
in the historic quarters of Istanbul,
where the traditional essence remains
intact. His critique of the Beaux-Arts
approach to education coincides with
a broader intellectual discourse un-
folding globally.’> During this period,
Lewis Mumford’s scathing critique of
the beaux-arts school in America and
his advocacy for regionalism begin to

gain traction (Tzonis & Lefaivre, 1989).
This synchronicity marks Eldem’s ini-
tial engagement with the principles of
critical regionalism."

The process of winding the skein
initiated by Eldem continues to un-
fold, now infused with memories and
influences from his experiences in Is-
tanbul. What Eldem once felt in Mu-
nich during his childhood, he now
experiences again in Istanbul as a stu-
dent. Exploring the historic quarters
of the city, Eldem is struck by a sense
of harmony emerging from the juxta-
position of large and small buildings,
each contributing to a rhythmic com-
position rather than conforming to a
rigid classical order. His aim is not just
to observe from a distance but to im-
merse himself in the local community,
seeking a genuine connection with the
people (Eldem, 1983)."

Guided by principles rooted in the
scale of buildings, their aesthetic values
and their symbiotic relationship with
the inhabitants, Eldem’s architectural
quest in Istanbul represents a natural
extension of the journey that began on
the streets of Munich and continued
through his encounters at Niemeyer’s
house. Rather than adhering to a lin-
ear or hierarchical approach to archi-
tecture, Eldem weaves his architectural
vision into a skein, intertwining recol-
lections and forging diagonal or verti-
cal connections.

Within this intricate tangle, the
points are not consumed in isolation
but are continuously rewound and re-
used, revealing new connections with
each iteration. Sketches, notes and
thoughts serve as threads that weave
in and out of the narrative, each con-
tributing to the rich tapestry of Eldem’s
architectural journey.

During his student years, Eldem’s
studies marked a distinct departure
from the conventional norms preva-
lent at the academy and within the ar-
chitectural practice of his time. While
his peers focused on mastering the pre-
scribed proportions and rules of classi-
cal architecture, Eldem’s fascination lay
elsewhere—specifically, in the organic
evolution of historical urban patterns
that seemed to emerge almost sponta-
neously.

His distinctive perspective did not
go unnoticed. Giulio Mongeri, an Ital-
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ian architect teaching at the academy,
initially reacted with skepticism upon
seeing Eldem’s drawings, but later came
to appreciate and support his uncon-
ventional approach. Despite Eldem’s
departure from the traditional studio
teachings, Mongeri recognized a deep-
er significance in his work. He sensed
that Eldem’s exploration of historical
urban patterns tapped into something
beyond the confines of classical archi-
tecture—a quality that Eldem himself
described as a harmonious relationship
between humans, structures, topogra-
phy and nature (Eldem, 2014).

For Eldem, this something repre-
sented a profound understanding of
the intrinsic connection between the
built environment and its surround-
ings—a theme that would become cen-
tral to his architectural philosophy and
practice. Through his studies, Eldem’s
appreciation for the organic beauty of
historical urban landscapes deepened,
setting the stage for his future contri-
butions to the field of architecture.

Eldem’s poetic language eloquent-
ly captures his profound appreciation
for the intricate relationship between
humans, structures, topography and
nature. In his observations of Anka-
ra, he was deeply moved by the city’s
untouched urban texture and undulat-
ing topography, which he likened to a
fairy tale world, almost as if crafted by
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the hands of God (Eldem, 1983). Con-
versely, Istanbul evoked a sense of awe
and admiration, described as an in-
finite treasure adorned with landscapes
of irresistible beauty.

It is important to note that Eldem’s
interest in traditional civil architec-
ture was not driven by romanticism or
nostalgia, but rather by a desire to es-
tablish a rational yet romanticized re-
lationship with historical textures and
architectural forms. He held a genuine
fascination for the Turkish house, as-
serting that Turkish architecture was
more than just a collection of pictur-
esque motifs. Instead, his aim was to
infuse these traditional architectural
forms with a modern character (El-
dem, 2014), echoing Mumford’s crit-
icism of picturesque and nationalist
regionalism.

Like Mumford, Eldem resisted the
pervasive influence of modernism,
which he derisively referred to as in-
ternational cubism. In his memoirs, he
expressed his rebellious stance against
both the domed, arched Neo-Turkish
style and the homogenizing tenden-
cies of international cubism (Eldem,
1984b). Eldem’s critique of modern-
ism stemmed not from a rejection of
its underlying principles, but from its
failure to adequately incorporate local
values and contexts into architectural
practice. He believed that true progress
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Figure 4. Various designs inspired by Erich Mendelsohn’s style (SALT Research Archive).
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in architecture necessitated a synthesis
of universal principles with local tra-
ditions—a sentiment that would later
align with the principles of critical re-
gionalism.

Indeed, Eldem’s practice of adapta-
tion extended beyond merely incor-
porating local architectural forms into
new buildings at various scales. He
also demonstrated a remarkable abili-
ty to transform alien forms into ones
that resonated with his own sensibili-
ties and experiences. In other words,
Eldem’s approach involved more than
just superficial mimicry, as he engaged
deeply with the essence and underlying
principles of diverse architectural styles
and forms. Rather than simply copying
external appearances, he engaged in a
profound process of reinterpretation
and synthesis.

Among the sketches from his Acad-
emy years, one can find drawings in-
tended for various functions such as
parliament building, railway stations
and factories. These sketches feature ar-
chitectural elements like bay windows,
eaves and chimneys that clearly refer-
ence Erich Mendelsohn’s horizontally
stressed lines (see Figure 4). Addition-
ally, a sketch dating back to 1927 illus-
trates Eldem’s endeavor to locally adapt
the Arts and Crafts movement. This
adaptation is evident in the alternating
brick and stone-walled chimneys, rib-
bon and circular windows, porticoes,
flat roofs, overhangs and decorative el-
ements at the corners (see Figure 5). It
is clear that the young architect-to-be
aimed to internalize every style, form
and attitude he encountered.

2.3 The skein is continuing to be
re-wounded in Europe

Upon graduating from the Academy in
1928, Fldem was awarded an ikmadl-i
tahsil scholarship, granting him the
opportunity to embark on a three-year
journey across Europe. As an architect
deeply interested in vernacular values,
he revisited the continent where he
had spent his childhood. Between 1928
and 1930, Eldem traveled extensively
throughout France, England and
Germany. During his journey, Eldem
adoptedanomadicapproach, preferring
to itinerate among various locations,
explore diverse architectural issues and

collaborate with different architects
across various offices. This choice
allowed him to continually expand
the nodes and interconnections within
his skein. His upbringing in Europe
within a multicultural environment
facilitated this fluidity of movement
and interaction. This contrasts with
the experiences of other architects
who traveled to Europe around the
same time, such as Seyfi Arkan, who
primarily confined themselves to a
single office in France (Tanyeli, 2008).
Eldem’s extensive travels afforded him
the opportunity to visit and study the
works of modern architectural masters
such as Le Corbusier, Auguste Perret,
Walter Gropius and Mies van der
Rohe.”” Notably, he frequented the
Bauhaus in Dessau, immersing himself
in its innovative architectural milieu
(Eldem, 2014).'* During his time in
Europe, Eldem briefly collaborated
with architects Adolph Thiers and
Hans Poelzig, the latter of whom was
esteemed as a professor at the Academy
of Fine Arts in Istanbul during that
period. These diverse experiences
further enriched Eldem’s architectural
education and shaped his evolving
architectural vision.

In the initial phase of his journey,
while residing in Paris, Eldem pro-
duced numerous drawings depicting
country houses envisioned within
the Anatolian landscape. These hous-
es, constructed from wood, adobe, or
stone, reflected a strong awareness of
regionalism (Bozdogan, 2005). The

T2z

Figure 5. A house design employing the language Arts and Crafts

movement (SALT Research Archive).
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young architect also criticized Le Cor-
busier’s ideas on residential architec-
ture, noting in his notebook: “Let us not
forget that a passenger ship or an air-
plane has nothing to do with residen-
tial architecture” (Eldem, 2008, p.159).
In a period characterized by criticism
of modernism (Bozdogan, 2009), this
note indicates his keen awareness of
the ongoing debates and his position
within them. He continued to main-
tain this position throughout his pro-
fessional life, yet without engaging in
such theoretical discussions.

The Berlin notebooks contain
sketches of modernist houses, apart-
ments, mosques, theaters, opera halls,"”
shopping structures, various furniture
and interiors. While primarily focused
on studying theater and cinema build-
ings in Poelzig’s office (see Figure 6), he
also continued his exploration of resi-
dential architecture.

Eldem’s nodes expand to America
through Frank Lloyd Wright. Eldem
found inspiration in Wright’s Prairie
Houses, featured in the Wasmuth al-
bum. He drew parallels between the
horizontal lines, rows of windows,
eaves and hipped roofs of these houses
and the architectural features of Anato-
lian houses. Eldem believed that these
Prairie Houses reflected a profound
connection with nature, a quality he
deemed intrinsic to Anatolian cities
(1983).

Eldem’s romanticized yet rational-
ized interests become more crystallized
here. He continues to produce housing
schemes, while simultaneously becom-
ing acquainted with the language of
modernism. He sketches modernized
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houses made of reinforced concrete,
drawing inspiration from vernacular
architecture. In his architectural oeu-
vre, or skein, the desire to modernize
the traditional remains a consistent ef-
fort throughout his life. This continu-
ity is not solely based on quantity but
also reflects an attitude guided by the
pursuit to “give a modern character” to
the traditional Turkish house, as later
articulated by Eldem (2014, p.43). This
quest became a lifelong pursuit for El-
dem.

2.4 Returning to Tiirkiye:

A beginning to a multifaceted life
Eldem’s  ikmal-i  tahsil  journey
concluded prematurely when he was
offered a teaching position at the
Academy of Fine Arts. He returned
to Istanbul in 1930. During those
years, similar to many parts of the
world, there was a surge in nationalist
rhetoric. Architecture, by its very
nature, was shaped in parallel with
this political discourse. In this period,
Eldem practiced modern forms
inspired by tradition, as evidenced
by the Firdevs Apartment Building
(1934) and the Thermal Hotel in
Yalova (1935). However, he also
authored highly nationalistic texts
such as Milli Mimari Meselesi (1939)
and Yerli Mimariye Dogru (1940). His
collaboration with Emin Onat on the
designs for the Istanbul University
Faculty of Science and Letters and
Ankara University Faculty of Science
further illustrates this nationalistic

discourse. Accordingly, during these
years, Eldems skein expanded to
incorporate this nationalist discourse.

Figure 6. Opera and theatre hall building designs (SALT Research Archive).
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Although Eldem never fully abandoned
nationalist discourse, he refrained from
writing such highly nationalistic texts
later in life. Nevertheless, the texts he
penned during this period shaped the
perception of his architecture through
a nationalist lens (Vanli, 2006; Sozen &
Tapan, 1973)."

The National Architecture Seminars
initiated by Eldem at the Academy also
contributed to this understanding.
In these seminars, Eldem organized
numerous trips to Anatolian towns
with his students, documenting many
vernacular buildings. Similar to his
childhood experience at Niemeyer’s
house, these efforts could be regard-
ed as examples of folklorist regional-
ism”(Pavlides, 1989), romantic region-
alism (Tzonis & Lefaivre, 1989), or
romanticism (Colquhoun, 1996), rath-
er than outright nationalism. Eldem
later published these surveys in a book
titled Tiirk Evi (Turkish House) (1954,
1984a, 1986, 1987). In addition to his
monumental three-volume work Turk-
ish House, which could be considered
his magnum opus, he authored books
on notable examples of civil architec-
ture, including palaces, mansions and
pavilions."” Based on these studies and
surveys, he designed a series of hous-
es, particularly along the Bosphorus,
which reinterpret the forms, propor-
tions and elements of traditional resi-
dential architecture.

The adventure of intercultural ex-
change slowed down after his return to
Tiirkiye but never truly came to an end.
The renowned architect, who had the
opportunity to travel to North America
and Europe during his professional life,
engaged in letter exchanges and book
sharing with architects in these coun-
tries (Ozliidil, 2009). He remained
informed about developments in the
field of modern architecture through
various books and magazines and con-
tinued to adapt these ideas in his own
projects.

3. Infinite array of possibilities in
professional life

As the familiarities, buildings and
places visited increased, the skein
interconnecting everything is also
got bigger. Just as in Gadda’s novels,
in which every object, every event

and every subject is in relation with
each other and this is described as
a universe of infinite relationships
(Calvino, 2007), Eldems designs
exhibit an almost endless diversity,
in which every building, every event,
every architectural attitude, every
place is in relation with each other.
For instance, shortly thereafter the
discourses of national architecture,
in the 1950s, he collaborated with
the American architectural office
SOM on the Istanbul Hilton Hotel
project, internalizing the pioneering
experiments of the International Style
(see Figure7). Eldem hasbeen criticized
as an architect who occasionally
compromises his principles (Hollein,
2005) with this hotel project. However,
although this project represents a very
different architectural language, it
is surprising to find a similar facade
and mass arrangement in the Yalova
Thermal Hotel built in 1934 (see Figure
8). Eldem had already experimented
with this facade arrangement, which
is a standard feature of all Hilton
hotels, at least ten years prior.
Besides, considering the aim of the
Hilton hotel program, which is one
of the branding devices in American
expansionism (Tzonis & Lefaivre,
2012), it is evident that Eldem and
international modernism intersect at
the point of taking regionalist values
into consideration.

During the 1960s, characterized by
architectural pluralism (Yiicel, 2007),
Eldem engaged in the design and con-

Figure 7. Hilton Hotel designed by SOM in collaboration with

Eldem (SALT Research Archive).
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struction of buildings across various
scales, styles and functions. His pro-
ductions in the 1960s can be aligned
with the notion of architecture without
architects, which was a highly popular
and dominating concept of that time.*
In alignment with the tourism pro-
motion laws, an extension of the neo-
liberal economic policies of the 1980s
(Tanju, 2009, p.267; Giil, 2017), he even
proposed a skyscraper at the location
now occupied by Siizer Plaza in Istan-
bul, which can be evaluated within the
framework of capitalist regionalism,
as suggested by Tzonis and Lefaivre
(2012), who consider it the final stage
of regionalism. However, none of these
evaluations individually characterizes
Eldem as strictly regionalist, modern-
ist, nationalist, or critical regionalist.
Regardless of the perspective from
which one tries to evaluate him, it will
be insufficient and incomplete.

This expansive diversity inherent
in Eldem’s evolving skein presents a
formidable challenge to those seeking
to encapsulate his work within a sin-
gular architectural framework. From
this vantage point, Eldem emerges as
an architect who, as noted by Hollein
(2005), occasionally negotiates his
principles, operates within the con-
fines of professionalism as observed by
Ozkan (2005), and undergoes periodic
shifts in his architectural identity, as

Figure 8. Yalova Thermal Hotel (Arkitekt).
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discussed by Vanli (2006). In essence,
the variations within his body of work
are subject to criticism, as they create
the impression that each of these works
could have been conceived by different
architects.

Those criticisms echo sentiments
expressed about writers in literature,
suggesting that “the more the work
tends towards multiplication of possi-
bilities, the further it departs from that
unicum which is the self of the writer,
his inner sincerity and the discovery of
his own truth (Calvino, 2007, p.131)”
However, Calvino counters this crit-
icism by arguing that a human being
is a composite of experiences gained,
information learned and books read.
He suggests that every life is “an ency-
clopedia, a library, an inventory of ob-
jects, a series of styles,” (p.131) where
everything is rearranged in every con-
ceivable way. So it is by the very nature
of a human being to display diversity
in his actions, thoughts, emotions and
productions. This judgement, which
may also be the case for an ordinary
human life, is explicitly admissible
for someone involved in architectural
practice where many cultural, artistic,
social and economic fields intersect.
And if this architect is someone like
Eldem, whose architectural practice is
formed in an intercultural itinerary, an
abundance of multiplicity is almost an
inevitable outcome.

4. Concluding remarks

Calvino (2007) claims that, in Gadda’s
novel, .. the least thing is seen as the
center of a network of relationships
that the writer cannot restrain himself
from following, multiplying the
details so that his descriptions and
digressions become infinite” (p.117).
As this study attempted to address,
Eldem pursues every form he sees with
a never-ending desire, resulting in
such a variety of productions as if this
defines a cluster that expands infinitely.
Just as a novel “feels necessary to
exhibit all its energy at the initial
moment” (Calvino, 2007, p.149),
Eldem produces various productions
that are as diverse as possible, by
exhibiting all his energy in the early
period. This phase, commencing with
an architectural lesson at Niemeyer’s
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house and extending until 1930, marks
the inception of the initial windings
of Eldems’s architectural skein. While
Eldem continued to pursue diversity in
his professional life, the constraints of
building practice often tempered this
intensity. As he embarked on a quest to
imbue traditional forms with a modern
character, Eldem  simultaneously
engaged with phenomena such as
regionalism and modernism, pushing
the boundaries of exploration as far as
possible. This diversity evident in his
productions allows for, and in certain
instances demands, an approach to his
architecture from various perspectives,
thereby enabling alternative
evaluations.

Motivated by this aim, this study
approached Eldem’s architecture as a
skein, emphasizing the inherent di-
versity within it and focusing on the
journey marked by an intercultural
exchange. While highlighting the piv-
otal role of this exchange in shaping El-
dem’s architecture, symbolized by the
skein, the findings also underscored
the importance of comprehensively
considering Eldem’s architecture as a
unified entity, encompassing his pro-
ductions from his youth. Eldem’s early
designs and his memoirs, recounting
experiences from nearly sixty years
ago, undoubtedly offer new perspec-
tives for evaluating his architecture.
These interpretations are expected to
enrich recent scholarly works explor-
ing the various facets of modern Turk-
ish architecture. By placing Eldem’s
work within a broader narrative, future
research can continue to reveal the
multifaceted influences that shaped his
distinctive architectural legacy.

Endnotes

! Eldem’s grandfather on his moth-
er’s side, Ibrahim Ethem Pasa, was a
grand vezier and was responsible for
the preparation of Usul-i Mimari-i Os-
mani. His uncle Osman Hamdi Bey was
founder of the Academy of Fine Arts,
where Eldem would enroll in 1924, and
of the Archaeological Museum.

> In 1928, Sanayi-i Nefise Mektebi
was renamed as the Academy of Fine
Arts.

> Eldem stated that students who
won this scholarship were given the
right to spend it as they wished. (El-

dem, 2014).

* The scholarship covered three
years, but in 1930 he was offered to
teach at the Academy of Fine Arts. So,
he cut short his trip and returned to
Tirkiye.

> Today, these notebooks are in
different foundations or personal ar-
chives, including the Aga Khan Ar-
chive, SALT Research Archive and Ko¢
University Archive. The Ko¢ Universi-
ty Archive, which also contains docu-
ments related to Eldem’s professional
life, is inaccessible due to copyrights. In
this paper, drawings from notebooks
that are available online through SALT
Research Archive are used. There is no
physical access to the notebooks. In
the last part of the Sedad Hakki Eldem
book, which is edited by Ugur Tanyeli
and Biilent Tanju, these notebooks are
classified according to their years and
places where they are kept and their
contents are shared with small images.
For detailed information see; Eldem et
al., 2008.

¢ Foundational works on Eldem’s ar-
chitecture can be listed as follows:

The Sedad Hakk: Fldem book,
which was edited by Sitha Ozkan, Sibel
Bozdogan and Engin Yenal, was pub-
lished in 1987 in English and in 2005 in
Turkish, and can be considered the first
comprehensive work on Eldem’s archi-
tecture. Published as the fourth book
of the Third World Architects series,
this work aimed to introduce Eldem to
the international architectural field. In
her comprehensive text in this book, in
which she mentioned the diversity and
multiplicity in Eldem’s architecture,
Bozdogan established a chronological
narrative to fulfill the aim of the book.
In her text, which she divided into sec-
tions, she followed a linear narrative
without establishing a relationship be-
tween these sections.

Tanyeli’s book in 2001 not only lists
Eldenm’s buildings chronologically, but
also includes a comprehensive assess-
ment on Eldem’s architecture, his per-
sonality and his teaching position. In
this assessment, he mentioned of the
diversity and multiplicity in Eldem’s
architecture and the unity in this ar-
chitecture. Besides, he touched upon
Eldem’s early productions, which he
classified as the first period, produced
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between 1928 and 1934. Nevertheless,
he did not establish a relationship be-
tween these productions and Eldem’s
architecture.

The Sedad Hakki Fldem book, which
was published in two volumes within
the scope of the 100th anniversary of
Eldem’s birth and 20th anniversary of
his death, is the most comprehensive
book on Eldem and his architecture to
date. Published in 2008, the first vol-
ume focused on childhood and youth.
In this book, Tanyeli constructed an
alternative reading of Eldem by using
Eldem’s early years, notes and draw-
ings. His objective was not merely to
provide an alternative interpretation
of Eldem, which in some instances
targeted Eldem’s personality, but to de-
construct the constructed, somewhat
mythologized identity of Eldem. This
interpretation is not intended to dis-
play the unity to which he referred in
his 2001 book. Published in 2009, the
second volume is important in terms
of providing a comprehensive catalog
of Eldem projects as well as opening
fresh discussions on alternative Eldem
readings. For instance, Bozdogan’s text
constructed an alternative narrative
centered on Eldem’s early inspirations
from Mediterranean vernacular archi-
tecture, using two drawings and notes
dating back to the beginning of his
academic years. She placed Eldem in
the Mediterranean Modernism discus-
sions.

In her book titled Architecture in
Translation: Germany, Turkey and the
Modern House, which explores the
history of German-Turkish exchanges
in residential architecture through the
concept of translation, Akcan (2009)
dedicates a section to Eldem’s early
drawings. She interprets these draw-
ings as products of a subtle “transla-
tion,” making a notable contribution to
the literature.

Acciai’s (2018) biographical study,
primarily based on Eldem’s travels and
his fascination with Istanbul, employs
a poetic language and demonstrates
the possibility of a narrative that tran-
scends convention.

7 Eldem’s understanding of anonym-
ity can be traced to the following state-
ments: “I want architecture to be as un-
pretentious, as anonymous as possible”
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(Eldem, 2014, p.77) “For us, the house
is the world on its own, it is the décor
inside the house that keeps that world
alive, but those decors are also the dé-
cor, the clothes, the lives of those who
live in it” (Eldem, 2014, p.95).

8 Kerim Kiirkeii (2023) expressed his
opinion as to whether the buildings in
these drawings were the result of per-
sonal curiosity or if they were investi-
gated as part of the curriculum of the
courses he took at the Academy. We
would like to thank him for sharing his
valuable opinions with us.

*'This desire, akin to the principles of
critical regionalism theory, frequently
intersects with Eldem’s discourses and
architectural productions. However,
there are instances where his approach
diverges from the tenets of critical re-
gionalism, reflecting the nuanced and
evolving nature of his architectural
philosophy. Taken together with the
following endnote, intersections and
divergences of Eldem’s architecture
with critical regionalism theory de-
serve to be thoroughly addressed in a
separate study.

1 Eldem’s interest was not limited
to the cities he visited. As can be seen
in the notebooks in Kiirk¢ii’s archive,
which have not yet been published, El-
dem cut out photographs of buildings
from newspapers and pasted them in
his notebooks.

" “T had made sketches in the old
districts of Ankara, the old neighbor-
hoods of Izmir and Bursa. I spent at
least one holiday in each of these three
cities. (...) Especially working in a hot
region, for instance in Konya, was very
challenging” (Eldem, 2014, pp.40-41).

For the principal works on the Ana-
tolian vernacular houses, see: Berk,
1951; Akok & Gokoglu, 1946; Eldem,
1935; Eldem, 1954.

12 Eldem’s concerns about traditon-
al teaching methods can be seen in the
following lines: “Especially Vedad Bey
had me make some tile patterns and
arch sketches. These drawings always
had a Europeanized layout and pro-
portions. I used to be astonished. In
one way or another, the measurements
close to our people could not be found
in these drawings” (Eldem, 2014, p.38).
“At that time, although I was a student,
I was a rebel on two sides. Firstly, I was
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strongly against the domed, arched
Neo-Turkish and secondly, against the
international cubism” (Eldem, 1984b,
p.57).

B While critical regionalism as a
formal theory was introduced by Al-
exander Tzonis and Liane Lefaivre in
1981, its roots can be traced back to
the earlier critiques of modernism,
classical architecture and regionalism
articulated by Lewis Mumford as early
as the 1920s. Therefore, Eldem’s jour-
ney toward architectural exploration
parallels the development of critical
regionalism theory. In a sense, as El-
dem begins to weave his own skein, the
threads of critical regionalism theory
also begin to intertwine. This conver-
gence highlights the interconnected-
ness between Eldem’s architectural
evolution and broader intellectual cur-
rents shaping architectural discourse
during this period.

" Eldem’s summerizes his feelings
about Istanbul as follows: “Istanbul
was an infinite treasure (...) a vast old
beauty. At that time, we felt sadness for
the ruined houses. However, we could
never get enough of the scenes created
by the harmonious union of nature and
human-made structures (1983, p.10).
Eldem, who “could not get enough of
the beauties” he “discovered in every
new trip, spends a few days a week
wandering around Istanbul and looks
for “closeness to people and the exca-
vation with people” in these neighbor-
hoods. He says of the inhabitants of
these neighborhoods that “they were
not yet completely detached from the
character of that neighborhood” El-
dem stated that he collected these
works in the form of sketches. He also
stated that, when Mongeri first saw
these drawings, he grimaced and said
“what are those my snuggle bunny?”,
but then he allowed him to practice so.
After a while, Eldem also left the Mon-
geri’s studio where this classical educa-
tion is given, or rather “gains freedom
from the studio.” (2014, pp.38-39)

5 Although Eldem stated that he
had met Corbusier and Perret and had
shown them his own works, he never
mentioned these acquaintances in his
notebooks in which he wrote almost
everything sincerely. Therefore, these
statements should be approached

cautiously. Tanyeli also expressed his
doubts on the subject. (Tanyeli, 2008,
p. 90 and pp. 104-105).

'® He stated that he often visited
Bauhaus and met names such as Mar-
cel Breuer, Mies van der Rohe, Walter
Gropius, Laszlo Moholy-Nagy. The
fact that he did not mention these ac-
quaintances in anywhere else makes it
unclear whether he actually met them
or not.

7 Eldem designed many opera halls
and theatre buildings at Hans Poelzig’s
office. With the experiences he gained
from these designs, he wrote an arti-
cle titled “Cinema Buildings” (Eldem,
1931) in Mimar magazine upon his ar-
rival in Istanbul.

'8 For a detailed reading on the na-
tional discourse on architecture see:
Bozdogan, 2001.

! Eldem published his first book
which was an output of the National Ar-
chitectural Seminars, in three volumes
under the titile Tirk Evi Plan Tipleri
in 1954. He later published books such
as: Koskler ve Kasirlar (1969); Anado-
lu Hisarr'nda Amcazade Hiiseyin Pasa
Yalist (1970); Tiirk Bahceleri (1976);
Tirk Mimari Eserleri (1976); Rolove
IT: Birgi Cakiraga Konag1 (1977); Sad-
abad (1977); Kogeoglu Yalis1 (1977);
Topkap: Sarayr: Bir Mimari Aragtirma
(1982); Bogazigi Yalilar1: Rumeli Yakasi
(1993); Bogazici Yalilar: Anadolu Ya-
kasi (1994)

2 1n 1966, E. Robert Gallagher from
the California Palace of the Legion of
Honor asked Eldem to send Eldem’s
Turkish House books to him for the ar-
ticle he is writing. In return, he offered
to send a book that cannot be found in
Tirkiye. Eldem requested from Galla-
gher to send him Architecture With-
out Architects, wirtten by Bernard
Rudofsky in 1964. The fact that the
book was published very recently is es-
pecially significant in terms of showing
that Eldem was following the current
discussions and developments in the
world.
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