
MOSQUE OF THE GRAND NATIONAL ASSEMBLY 

ANKARA, TURKEY 



• This is a remarkably important building - its very location in a parliament 

raises questions about symbolism and the state of being. The boldness of vision 

of the project concept is not fully realised in the architecture and detailing, but 

this in no way diminishes its power and innovation. The project courageously 

challenges the conventional vocabulary of mosque architecture, and defines new 

directions in urban layout and design. 

As urban design, the building introduces an intense dialogue between the 

mosque and the National Assembly, that is, between the sacred and secular, 

between the 'house of God' and the 'house of the people'. 

How is the dialogue between the sacred and the profane articulated in an 

architectural language? This is the central question that charges the discourse 

of the Muslim world with passion, and is at the root of so many of the confron

tations, the current 'revolutions', that are taking place in so many parts of the 

contemporary Muslim world. 

The layout of the Grand National Assembly mosque is remarkably modest, 

sensitively embedded in the landscape. Architecturally, it presents a new icon

ography for mosque architecture: the minaret is flattened into two squat balco

nies, losing its function as a vertical marker within the urban environment; the 

dome has disappeared completely, and the mihrab opens on to views of water 

and nature elements that have always accompanied religious expression 

in Islam, but that have been supplanted by centuries of a building tradition 

employing a niche form for the mihrab. 

By boldly challenging all the conventional conceptions of layout and archi

tectural vocabulary, while remaining totally respectful of the requirements for 

prayer, this remarkable building opens the door for others to invent a new 

architectural language for the mosques of tomorrow, rather than mechanically 

copying the achievements of the past. 



FROM LEFT: The prayer hall with the 
open qibla wall covered by a stepped 
pyramid; computer-generated drawing 
showing the stairs to the truncated 
minaret; mosque sunken into the 
surrounding landscape 

• Ankara has been the capital city of 

Turkey since 1923, when it was a small 

town, and is now a metropolis of over 

three million people. Its expansion was 

designed to reflect its new status as 

capital of the new secular Republic of 

Turkey. Today, wide tree-lined boule

vards, massive public buildings and 

bland, international-style architecture 

give the city its characteristic look. The 

Grand National Assembly complex 

occupies over 475,000 square metres in 

the centre of the city. In theory, the 

assembly grounds are open to the 

public, but entry is controlled and the 

complex is heavily guarded. Members 

of parliament and ministerial and 

administrative staffs voiced their desire 

for a mosque in which to pray. Accord

ingly, the architects Behruz and Can 

Ç in ici were asked to design a prayer 

hall that would not be an official or 

congregational mosque, but would only 



be used by approximately 450 people 

during office hours. 

The mosque complex has three 

components; a triangular forecourt, a 

rectangular prayer hall and a triangu

lar garden. The building is oriented 

along a north-south axis; porticoes 

border the three sides of the forecourt. 

The western portico leads into a library 

and the southern one leads to the 

mosque. The prayer hall is covered by 

a stepped pyramid, the central part of 

which steps up higher and replaces the 

usual Islamic dome. Indirect lighting 

filters through openings between the 

rafters that create the pyramid, and in 

the interior, large ceramic inscriptions 

contain the names of Allah, the 

prophet Muhammad, and the four 

Orthodox Caliphs, Abu Bakr, 'Umar, 

'Uthman, and 'Ali. The entire qibla 

wall is made of glass; a centrally 

positioned, rectangular glass projection 

acts as the mihrab. The view is of a 

serene, sunken terraced garden with a 

central cascading waterfall that empties 

into a large pool. This visual contact 

with nature alleviates the harshness of 

the architectural space created by the 

angles of the pyramid rafters over the 

prayer hall. A narrow elevated section 

along the north wall of the mosque acts 

as the women's prayer area; therefore, 

the separation between the prayer 

areas of men and women is simply one 

of elevation. A wooden minbar is 

located to the right of the mihrab. 

There is no true minaret. Instead, the 

architects placed two superimposed 

balconies that barely rise above ground 

level at the southwest corner of the 

forecourt where, along with a tall pine 

Plan of the prayer hall (left), con
nected through an open arcade to the 
library (right) 
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FROM ABOVE, L TO R: The parlia
ment building in the background, 
designed by Holstmeister, is sepa
rated from the sunken mosque by the 
MPs' offices building, designed by 
Cinici; the mosque is the pinnacle of 
the axial site plan of the Ankara 
government complex; section 



planted nearby, they abstractly substi

tute the traditional vertical elements of 

a minaret. 

The technology and materials used 

throughout this project are common to 

Turkey today. The primary construc

tion material is reinforced concrete, 

and both precast and cast-in-place 

elements were used. Exposed concrete 

is the dominant finishing material. 

Marble is used for the door and 

window frames, as well as for the 

floors. Ceramic tiles cover the library 

floor, and ceramic panels decorate the 

walls of the prayer hall. 

The most interesting aspect of the 

mosque design is the manner in which 

elements from traditional Islamic 

architecture have been abstracted and 

fragmented. Instead of a full courtyard 

with porticoes, the architects have cut 

the courtyard in half along a diagonal 

line connecting the south and north 

corners; columns have been removed 

from the porticoes - only bases 

indicate their presence. These con

sciously incomplete references to the 

past are also found in other parts of the 

mosque, such as the truncated minaret, 

the dome replaced by a stepped 

pyramid (a pre-Islamic reference), and 

the opening of the qibla wall on to a 

sunken garden. Such features are not 

found in traditional mosques. These 

totally different visual and symbolic 

experiences remind worshippers that 

there is a separation between the 

traditional past and today's present, 

FROM ABOVE: The main approach to 
the mosque is through the triangular 
forecourt, where a tree and double 
balconies symbolise the minaret; the 
qibla wall opens on to a sunken 
garden, entirely covered by a pool 



and invite them to see the mosque as a 

place of inner peace, prayer and 

serenity, not as a symbol of the tempo

ral power of the state. 

The Mosque of the Grand National 

Assembly is a modern mosque in which 

the architects chose to abstract past 

forms and modify the spatial arrange

ments that have become fixtures of 

traditional mosque architecture. Their 

most interesting innovation is the 

transparent glass of the entire qibla 

wall to permit views to the garden and 

pool. This new arrangement com

pletely transforms the act of prayer. 

The customary alignment of the qibla 

wall and mihrab towards the direction 

of Mecca is maintained, but by con

ceiving these elements in glass, with a 

landscaped garden beyond, worship

pers are brought closer to nature. The 

structure of the mosque emphasises the 

secular environment to which it belongs 

while enhancing the acts of prayer and 

devotion that are central to Islam. The 

project makes an important contribu

tion to the development of a suitable 

architectural vocabulary for the design 

of contemporary mosques. SA-R 

Completed 1989 

Architects: Beliruz and Can Çinici 

Client: Turkish Grand National Assembly 

BELOW: The glass mihrab projects 
into the sunken garden from the open 
qibla wall: view of the prayer hall from 
the sunken courtyard 



ABOVE: The portico in front of the 
library and prayer hall is punctuated 
by columnless bases; LEFT: The 
mosque forecourt seen through the 
fragmented wall 


