


THE SOCIAL SECURITY 
COMPLEX 

ISTANBUL,  TURKEY 

Completed 1970. 79 

Client: The Social Security Organisation. 

Architect: Sedad Hakki Eldem. 

M A S T E R  J U R Y ' S  C I T A T I O N .  This submission engaged 

the interest and support of the Jury, from the beginning to the 

end of its deliberations, as a significant building in terms of its 

inherent architectural quality and its particular sensitivity to 

the urban context. 

The quality of its architecture derives from its skilful and 

easy adaptation to modernist principles and industrial vocabu

lary; its exposed, reinforced concrete frame construction with 

infills of concrete block and metal sash windows are combined 

in a simple, repetitive manner and with a refinement of detail 

throughout. This design has particular originality and quality, 

derived from significant if slight variations within a conven

tional vocabulary and from the absence of any ideological 

bombast in its expression. Its original programme of an arcade 

with shops and courts on the ground floor and offices above, 

fits easily within its architectural form and relates well to the 

Left: The rythm of the vertical elements highlights the purity of the treatment 

of the façade with its rigorous attention to scale. 

Overleaf: The complex is inserted into the city at a visible intersection. 

Without compromising its modernity it blends in; respecting the historic 

landmarks around it and the Aqueduct in the distance. 
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Left: The building fronts on a busy thoroughfare. Its low and cascading 

profile blends well with the surroundings and allows the dome of the 

Pantocrator to be seen behind it. 

Above: The sideview of the building shows the same façade treatment with 

the characteristic extended roofline. 
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neighbourhood configuration in which it is situated. The Jury 

found the elemental sense of appropriateness in this building 

very moving. 

This building must be one of the earliest and most refined 

examples of contextual architecture in the international 

Modern Movement, with its modulated forms, its scale and 

rhythms and its proportions, deriving as much from its exterior 

setting as from its interior determinants. At the time of its 

design, twenty years ago, the way to do an office building was 

to create a pure slab that dominated its setting. However, this 

building acts as a link between the dense and complex quarter 

containing traditional, small, wooden structures on the hill 

above and the open-spatial configuration of contemporary 

buildings along a modern boulevard below. While the style of 

the building is modern and connects with its foreground, its 

composition is articulated in a way that echoes its background. 

These qualities in combination work for a cultural synthesis 

which is formal and symbolic, evolutionary and revolutionary 

in its implications, and ends in a work of architecture that is 

sophisticated, artful and poignant. 

Surrounding the building from the north is the old district separated only by 

a narrow street (below). Viewed from the §ebsafa Hatun Mosque the 

building blends unobtrusively into the landscape (right). 

O B J E C T I V E S .  In a neighbourhood being overwhelmed by 

concrete blocks and bulldozers, Eldem's building represents a 

deliberate attempt to reverse this trend. The area was devas

tated by a fire in the 1940s, followed by the construction of 

the Atatürk Boulevard in the 1960's. Eldem tried to make a 

gesture in harmony with the past while addressing the expan

sive continuity of the boulevard's edge. The success of the 

architect in meeting these objectives is apparent, in spite of 

the dramatic changes introduced by the tenants. This in turn 

has made the assessment of the internal performance difficult. 
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L O C A T I O N .  The Social Security Complex is in the Zeyrek 

district which until recent decades was an attractive residen

tial area. The coming of the boulevard changed the nature to 

a commercial area with slum pockets. The dilapidated houses 

are being bought out by developers who are steadily replacing 

these wooden houses wich "Jerry built" blocks of tenements. 

An Ottoman mosque, a tomb and a bath house (hammam) are 

nearby. Further up are the rapidly disintegrating remains of a 

Byzantine church. The terraces around this church were once 

surrounded by mansions and the palaces of the Ottoman aris

tocracy. The streets form irregular blocks that respond to the 

hilly topography. The triangular site of 3,537 square metres, 

faces the new boulevard on its front boundary, and the old 

quarter of Zeyrek on its rear boundary. 

D E S I G N .  Shopping arcades and courtyards on the ground 

level link the complex with the surrounding urban fabric. This 

shopping arcade also extends to the first floor and conceptu

ally resembles a suq. It connects four "pavilions"; a six-storey 

office building with shops on the ground level; a four-storey 

The Social Security Complex is at the heart of a major intersection, but the 

design remained sensitive to the site, the tissue and the Çinili Hammam to 

the west and the Pantocrator to the east of it. 

Atatürk Boulevard 



The broken façade of the building makes it appear as a group of individual 

structures and articulates its street frontage, where pedestrians can move 

with ease on the very wide sidewalk. 

clinic; a three-storey bank with a restaurant on the top floor; 

and a two-storey building with shops and a cafeteria. The 

graduated mass builds up the sloping site with the area used 

most by the public, the cafeteria and shops, at the lowest and 

most prominent point. The building is 114 metres long and 

begins at the southern end, at the same height as the adjacent 

houses. The pavilions enlarge in scale as they step up the 

slope, increasing the effect of terracing and giving the same 

sensibility found in the historic fabric of the neighbourhood. 

The building area is 10,163 square metres. 

S T R U C T U R E ,  M A T E R I A L S  A N  D  T E C H N O L O G  Y .  Not 

much importance is given to structure as an architectural 

element. It is made of a reinforced concrete frame with block 

infill and concrete slabs. Its technology is typical for buildings 

of its height in Istanbul. The overhanging roof eaves have 

protected the building from excessive weathering. Fins on the 

facade have been constructed with cantilevered concrete. The 

construction vocabulary is a familiar one-it is labour inten

sive. The building services and site utilities work well even if 

they are not specifically innovative. The use of a central 

heating system was perhaps ahead of its time when the build

ing was completed. It is difficult to judge the adequacy of day-

Office Building Clinic Bank & Canteen Cafeteria 

Second floor 

Office Building Clinic Bank & Canteen Cafeteria 
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Diagrammatic plan of three levels. 

lighting because of the partitions that have been put up and 

because of the drawn curtains and the fluorescent lighting. 

T E C H N I C A L  A S S E S S M E N T .  It is difficult to assess most 

of this building in its current use. Perhaps only the medical 

centre, with its 100 employees, works as it was planned to. 

The five departments (general medicine, surgery, paediatrics, 

neurology and gynaecology) work in their planned spaces. 

Waiting spaces are well used. Doctors are pleased and do not 

criticise the functional use of the building. The cafeteria also 

continues to operate well. Divided into two parts, it is appro

priated as a staff canteen for the Social Security staff,and 

therefore not open to the public. However, the kitchen re

quirements for the cafeteria were not adequate for its present 

use and a staircase was cut into the level below, and a "shop" 

at street level was converted into a kitchen. These changes 

were carried out by the in-house architect who did not consult 

the project architect. 

The covered shopping arcades,and the open courtyards 

that give access to these arcades have been closed off. The 

open courtyards have been fenced off and enclosed for car 

parking and garbage collection. The bank and the shops were 

converted into offices or used to store files. On the upper level, 

a connection into the adjacent building has been made as the 

offices have expanded into the adjacent apartment block. 
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First floor plan. 

Longitudinal section. 

Above: Elevation showing treatment of vertical 

louvres and cement tiles. 

Right: The purity of the angular connections can 

be seen at the different levels of interconnection. 

Elevation system 
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A E S T H E T I C  A S S E S S M E N T .  A significant aesthetic 

symbol of the complex is its resistance to the insensitivity of 

much of the surrounding modern developments. It is an ex

traordinarily sensitive urban design by one of the great figures 

of contemporary architecture in Turkey. Eldem tried to ex

tend the intimate character of the old fabric. His approach 

drew on the precedent of the traditional Ottoman kiilliye, a 

public building ensemble or urban sub-centre focused on in

ternal public space. In this case, the internal space takes the 

form of a central covered "street" or arcade. The building has 

been abused by a government agency for several ad-hoc uses. 

C O N C L U S I O N .  The project was never used the way it was 

originally intended. The client initially wanted a programme 

that could exploit the commercial potential of the land as an 

investment. The architect struggled to produce a building of 

high quality that would respond to these commercial consid

erations. After completion, the building was taken over by its 

present user, whose needs differed from those reflected in the 

architect's articulation of the spaces in response to the original 

programme. Large scale changes in use were introduced with

out consulting the architect. Only the clinic and cafeteria 

remain unchanged. Most of the public areas, including the 

arcades and shops were converted into storage for the agency's 

16 million files. Obviously the building does not function well 

in its present use. The present users, however, are expected to 

move out in about three years time, creating the opportunity 

for the building to be restored to its intended purpose, or to be 

more imaginatively adapted to new and more compatible uses. 

The significance of this building should be seen in a differ

ent context. In the 1960's, there was a heady debate in Turkey 

The rythm of the vertical elements in a horizontal building governs this 

composition and gives it its distinctive character: 

Opposite: The purity of the rectilinear geometry is reflected in the interplay 

of light and shadow. 

Below: The façades act as complementary and enharicing backdrop t< 

older structures and arches. 

Right: The modernity of the composition nicely frames the mosque. 

about finding a "new regionalism" in architectural expression 

and reassessing the international style of the 1950's. The So

cial Security building was a major intellectual statement in 

that it showed how a disciplined and talented architect could 

respond to both challenges. It displayed great sensitivity to 

both the physical and the historical context. The former in 

terms of topography and surrounding buildings, and the latter 

in its inspiration echoing the traditional Turkish architectural 

legacy. Yet Eldem achieved this without pastiche and without 

eschewing the rationalist disciplined approach that he, a truly 

modern architect, had made his own. Indeed, the vertically 

proportioned windows and the precast concrete elements could 

be seen as a distinctive Eldem signature, but relegated to the 

contextual framework in which this work was conceived. As a 

distinguished critic put it: "If Eldem's individual buildings are the 

s i n g u l a r  s t a t e m e n t s  o f  h i s  d i s c o u r s e ,  t h e  S o c i a l  S e c u r i t y  C o m p l e x  i s ,  

no doubt, a complete essay. The overall scheme illustrates that it is 

the modern architects' responsibility to engage in questions of scale 

and character, particularly in the Third World where the socio

economic dynamics gravely threaten the cultural continuity of the 

urban fabric."1 

The relevance of the project, however, has transcended 

the debate of the 1960's and addresses the concerns of the 

present generation of architects practicing in a rapidly evolv

ing environment to satisfy societies in constant search for 

identity. As such, it has proven itself a true classic whose 

message and significance continue to have import through 

time despite the adverse uses it has been put to. 
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