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Entrance view. The overall impression is one of 
texture, precision, and craft achieved by 
drawing on local materials and construction skills 
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Oak window screens on entrance facade. 



Atrium. Light fills the central court, constantly changing its 
spatial character with the time of day and season. 
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TURKISH HISTORICAL SOCIETY. Client: Türk 

Tarih Kürümü, Ulug Igdemir, Director; Architect: Turgut 

Cansever; Ertur Yener, Assistant. ' 

Ankara is a capital of the twentieth century. Although com

munal life there dates from prehistoric times and although it 

was a sizable town in the classical and medieval periods, it 

remained a small provincial center until the founding of the 

new Turkish Republic by Kemal Atatürk. He wanted to start 

anew, away from Istanbul, the centre of the Ottoman Empire. 

Named the capital in 1923, Ankara, in the heart of Anatolia, 

became the focus of the new Turkish national identity. The 

compact old city clustered around the citadel began a south

easterly expansion. The narrow winding streets and mud-brick 

homes which had characterised the old town gave way to the 

broad avenues and flat-roofed concrete apartment blocks, 

government offices, and embassies of the Yeni§ehir area to the 

south. Other residential and business areas now extend farther 

south, culminating in the Çankaya district that houses the 
presidential palace. 

A central area of Ankara designated the cultural zone, con

tains the various faculties of Ankara University, several mu

seums, and other cultural institutions. The Turkish Historical 

Society is sited in this zone, on a corner plot adjacent to the 

Faculty of Letters, from which it draws most of its membership. 

Background. The Turkish Historical Society (Türk Tarih 

Kürümü) is a research organisation founded in the 1930s by 

Kemal Atatürk for the purpose of promoting research on the 

history of Turkey and the Turkish people. Although limited in 

1. The Turkish Historical Society is located within the administra

tive and academic district of Ankara. 
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membership, it serves not only members of the society, but 

also faculty members of the neighbouring universities, re

searchers and doctoral candidates, and the interested public. 

From its founding until 1966, the society was housed in two 

large halls and three rooms in the Faculty of Letters of the 

University. In 1951 an annex was built near the Faculty of 

Letters to be used for the society's library and for printing fa

cilities for the society's scholarly publication, Belleten. That 

same year, 1951, the society selected the architect Turgut 

Cansever to conduct preliminary studies on a proposed new 

structure to serve as the home of the society. Acting upon 

these studies, the society in 1960 commissioned Cansever to 

design the building. He was joined by the young architect 

Ertur Yener during design development and the subsequent 

implementation. Construction began in 1962 upon comple

tion of the design, and was realised in 1966. 

A Contemporary Madrasa. Cansever was concerned with the 

prevalence of Western architecture that accompanied postwar 

development in Ankara. While he did not wish to reject ev

ery element of this international architecture and its associ

ated technology, he sought to adapt the architecture and tech

nology to the culture of the region in which he built. For 

Cansever it meant translating the Islamic ideals of interiority 

and unity into a contemporary idiom. He incorporated fea

tures of plan and layout of earlier Turkish architecture and 

through a modern technology adapted these features to a new 

use. The madrasa served as a model in the planning of the 

Turkish Historical Society building. The madrasa, a residen-

2. Section through entrance, groundAevel and first-level floor 

plans. The central atrium maintains axiality and geometry in the 

layout and unites public and private spaces. 

a. entry hall 
b. library stacks 
c. conference hall 
d. lecture hall 
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e. seminar room 
f. study rooms 
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tial college for the study of Islamic law, was typically at two-

storey structure surrounding an inner court which was open or 

was lit from above. Medieval Seljuk examples, which are nu

merous in Anatolia, seem to have provided ample inspiration. 

The design for the Turkish Historical Society adapted the in

ward character of the madrasa, arranging the building spaces 

around a skylit central court which serves as the focus of all 

activity. 

Programme. The massing of the building suggests the organi

sation of functions inside: separate volumes for the meeting 

rooms, library, and administration space. 

The building is set back from the street, and entrance is 

through a central portico into the main hall. There the cen

tral atrium rises the full three levels of the building and is 

covered with a skylight. To the right, opening off the court, 

there is a large meeting room and to the left are the library 

stacks. A series of wide steps leads to the administrative of

fices and service areas along the rear of the building. 

The organisation of functions remains the same on the 

upper levels, although the activities are increasingly less pub

lic. Circulation is always around the open atrium. At the first 

level, above the meeting room, are small conference rooms 

and offices, and above the stacks, the double-storey library 

reading room with balcony. Above the entrance, and over

looking the atrium space, is an informal sitting area. The area 

repeats at the second-level, separating the main conference 

room and the entrance to the reading room balcony. The re

mainder of the space serves as offices. 

Connected to the building by a hall is the previously exist

ing annex, now a printing and storage facility, which defines 

the rear of the site. It is separated from the new building by a 

U-shaped courtyard. 

3. Wall section and elevation. Reinforced concrete, red Ankara 

stone, and aluminium frame windows are juxtaposed to emphasise 

the quality of each. 

4- Detail of west facade. The roofline and deeply set windows 

stress the bastionAike image of the building. 
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Light and Air. Natural light is brought into the building in 

varying ways, and is carefully controlled to emphasise the 

public character of the central space and the more intimate 

qualities of the adjoining spaces. Light fills the central court, 

with shafts of sunlight entering through three large skylights, 

changing in character with the time of day and season. Oak 

screens (kafess) filter light in the more private spaces outside 

offices and in the sitting areas. In the library reading room, 

5. Balcony overlooking atrium. 

6. Council room. Located on the second level above all public 

functions, the room is skylit through a waffle slab ceiling. 

7- Reading room of the library. At night the room is lit by fixtures 

designed by the architect. During the day reflected north light enters 

through six skylight monitors above, and at table level through 

small, deeply set windows. 

reflected north light enters from above through six skylight 

monitors, and at table level through a few small deeply set 

windows. In the second-level conference room, light enters 

through eight skylights set in the concrete waffle ceiling and 

dramatically illuminates the interior. 

All exterior windows are provided with adjustable awning 

screens except at the ground level, where they are protected 

by overhangs. Where appropriate, artificial light is used, such 

as at desk level in the reading room. Natural light in the book 

stacks is kept to a minimum in order to protect the volumes 

from damage. The cylindrical hanging light fixtures which are 

used throughout the building were designed by the architects. 

The entire building is heated and cooled mechanically. 



This provides the control of temperature and humidity levels 

necessary to assure the preservation of the valuable library 

materials. At the same time, it permits the introduction of 

generous amounts of natural light through the skylights and 

windows. 

Structure and Materials. The structure is a reinforced-

concrete frame, with columns supporting waffle slabs. The 

high quality of the poured-in-place concrete work can be read

ily seen. Of equally high quality are the infill materials, all 

clearly distinguished from the structural frame. Brick, faced 

with hand-cut red Ankara stone (tracyandesite) is used on the 

facade and in the central court. Elsewhere, aluminium frame 

windows, oak shutters, and oak doors fill the frame. The three 

groups of skylights, each set within the frame structure, enliv

en the roofscape. 

In keeping with the architect's intention to combine the 

traditional with the modern, both handcrafted and industrial 

materials were used. These were then juxtaposed, emphasising 

8. The Turkish Historical Society. Three groups of skylights, each 

set within the frame structure, enliven the roofscape. 

the contrasting qualities of each. Thus the rough surface of 

the stone appears against the sharp, brilliant aluminium. 

However, the architect did not feel constrained to use the 

materials only in their natural forms as long as the basic char

acteristics of each were emphasised. While the reinforced-

concrete frame was painted to harmonise with the red Ankara 

stone, the marks of the formwork are still clearly visible. 

Overall, the impression is one of precision and craft. And 

this is achieved drawing solely on materials and skills availa

ble in Turkey. 

The Building's Success. The Turkish Historical Society build

ing is highly praised by its users, most of whom are associated 

with the university. The library drew 18,000 researchers in 

1980, and society conferences attract an average of 10,000 

people a year. Faculty, staff, librarians, and researchers who 

use the building find it a very peaceful place in which to work. 

Ulug Igdemir, the Director of the Historical Society, has de

scribed the building as a virtuoso contemporary monument. 

The success of the project is in large part the result of extraor

dinary cooperation between the architect and the client and 

of the continued appreciation of the building by the users. 
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