
Spatial context

The Silahtarağa Power Plant was built at the turn of the 
20th century at the tip of the Golden Horn, which 
formed İstanbul’s central axis at the time, and has act-

ed throughout history as the city’s “stage.” Beginning in the 
19th century, it saw modern industrial facilities spring up 
alongside the shipyards it harbored since earlier times. The 
choice of this site for the power plant was probably influ-
enced as much by the need for proximity to other industrial 
facilities as by its strategic location within the city walls at 
the heart of the busy economic life of the Galata district. The 
Golden Horn attracted large industrial facilities until the 
1960s, and continued to attract medium and small-scale in-
dustries until the 1980s. From the 1960s onward, new large-
scale industrial plants began to emerge at the urban fringes 
of a city growing linearly along its east-west axis. Large, 
campus-type industries in particular chose to settle along the 
eastern side of the Golden Horn, partly to be closer to the 
Anatolian hinterland that they served. The decentralization 
of the industrial landscape that took place late in the 20th 
century along the shores of the Golden Horn and in the val-
ley beyond did not come about spontaneously. Beginning in 
the 1980s, industrial facilities were forced to abandon the 
Golden Horn and relocate to the periphery of the city follow-
ing new planning decisions emanating from İstanbul’s mu-
nicipal authorities.

Completed in the mid-1990s, this process created a cli-
mate that favored adopting new functions along the Golden 
Horn, which continued to be the central axis of İstanbul, 
now a large metropolis growing rapidly along both east-
west and northward axes. By assuming new functions not 
seen in the area during the 150-year history of Ottoman / 
Turkish industrialization, this “back-end alley” of İstanbul 
seized the opportunity to emerge as the city’s forward-look-
ing face. Since the local government did not possess ade-
quate funds to plan and implement the Golden Horn’s over-
all transformation, the change took place over time through 
fragmentary initiatives. And because it was spread over 
time, the change had the effect of decelerating speculative 
gains in the area, thereby also slowing gentrification. Emp-
tied of its industrial component, the area’s landscape began 
to attract not so much speculative projects, but social, cul-
tural, and recreational programs that had been conspicu-
ously missing in İstanbul’s fifty-year history of moderniza-
tion—a modernization that has been as traumatic as it has 
been energetic. Beginning in the 1990s, initiatives such as 
Kadir Has University, the Rahmi Koç Museum, Feshane, the 
Sütlüce Congress Center, and the Minyatürk Architectural 
Theme Park began to put their stamp on the Golden Horn’s 
landscape as culturally-oriented public projects resulting 
from the conversion of industrial facilities. Although under-
taken by different patrons, these projects collectively began 
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to remake the Golden Horn into İstanbul’s new cultural and 
recreational center (fig. 1).

The latest of these initiatives is the conversion of the 
Silahtarağa Power Plant by İstanbul Bilgi University into a 
center for art, culture, education, and recreation, with a stat-
ed mission of social responsibility to the city and the sur-
rounding neighborhood. The electric power plant complex 
had ceased to function in 1984. In the early 1990s, the Board 
for the Preservation of Cultural and Natural Heritage regis-
tered it as a landmark of industrial archeology. The conver-
sion project was carried out, under my coordination, by the 
architectural firms of Emre Arolat, Nevzat Sayın, and Han Tü-
mertekin between 2004 and 2007.

The Santralistanbul project took shape in response to 
three complex problem sets, which may be listed as follows:

Limitations and boundaries
1. The plot on which the project is situated presented fea-
tures that were unsuitable for construction, especially its 
muddy, alluvial, and unstable soil (fig. 2).

Fig. 1: Names and 
locations of new 
public/cultural 
projects that have 
emerged along 
İstanbul’s Golden 
Horn since the 
1990s.

Fig. 2: İstanbul, Silahtarağa Power Plant, site cross-section from the 1910s showing the structural weakness of the site’s soil.
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2. In addition to a number of buildings registered as indi-
vidual cultural landmarks, the site as a whole was designat-
ed a preservation zone. The former mandated the preserva-
tion of these specific buildings, while the latter required that 
the site’s overall character (density, layout, etc) remain unal-
tered.

3. The project’s adaptive-reuse program was completely 
different from, and indeed ran counter to, the site’s previous 
industrial purpose. We faced two layers of contradiction: 
First, we were expected to convert a single-function complex 
into an integrated one accommodating several functions. 
Secondly, the project mandated that the initial program, es-
tablished according to technical functions invariable over 
time, should give way to projected cultural and social func-
tions that would acquire their character with time. Further-

more, unlike Kadir Has University, which is a converted to-
bacco plant, the Silahtarağa’s monumental machinery halls 
and boiler rooms had been designed to hold bulky machinery 
and boilers rather than workers engaged in production (fig. 
3). In other words, our task was one of creating a space of so-
cial and cultural interaction out of a monumental industrial 
space practically devoid of human beings.

Accordingly, we were to preserve; but in preserving, we 
also had to undertake extensive change. In this context, two 
precedents that had addressed such a problem—albeit in op-
posite ways—are worth mentioning. In the Tate Modern 
(2000), Herzog & de Meuron had taken a monolithic build-
ing, the London power station, and completely transformed 
the interior, leaving only the exterior shell, thereby offering 
a rather easy solution to a difficult problem (fig. 4). In con-

Fig. 3: Silahtarağa Power Plant, the main machine hall, which was the first structure to be constructed on the site.
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trast, the Zeche Zollverein in Essen, Germany involved taking 
an old industrial / mining complex whose time was past (it 
was established in 1847 and closed down in 1993) and leav-
ing it practically untouched, turning it into a gigantic per-
formance and experience center in the middle of the Ruhr 
basin’s loose, scattered, but continuous settlement pattern 
(fig. 5). Occupying two opposite ends of the spectrum of in-
tervention, the former project completely transformed the 
interior space within a preserved shell, while the latter con-
verted the old plant into a “found object,” creating an art 
object out of something originally not intended to function 
as such. In our own case, various factors, including the pro-
gram, the character of the site, its situation in the city, and 
the boundaries drawn by the preservation bureaucracy, 
forced us to seek more complex answers by exploring the 
“twilight zone” between preserving the old and proposing 

something entirely new.
How could change coexist along with resistance to it? 

How could change imply resistance, and vice-versa? Archi-
tectural strategies based on formal resemblances and formal 
contrariety give shortcut answers that short-circuit the dia-
lectical possibilities that might arise when change and resis-
tance imply one another. While formal resemblances seek to 
conceal change, formal contrariety loudly re-states the obvi-
ous fact of change. The first strategy tends to hide what is al-
ready a fact (that it is no longer an industrial building), while 
the second strategy merely affirms what is already known. 
We believed that in-between strategies that seek to preserve 
the aura of the old in the new are pregnant with dialectical 
possibilities, opening up more evocative, uncanny zones be-
tween concealment and the proclamation of common knowl-
edge.

Fig. 4: London, Tate Modern, Herzog & de Meuron, 2000, interior view.
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Site analysis / Findings
The “found object” we had to work with can be seen in the 
1984 site plan showing three different categories of build-
ings: registered landmark structures we had to preserve (red), 
unregistered buildings that could be demolished (blue), and 
industrial buildings that were already demolished but whose 
footprints we wished to preserve (green) (see fig. 7). The fol-
lowing findings, which we reached as a result of focusing on 
our “found object,” encouraged us to explore the “twilight 
zone” mentioned above:

1. Established in four major stages (1910, with exten-
sions in the 1920s, 1940s, and 1950s), the site had been es-
sentially shaped by some basic decisions made at the very 
outset (fig. 6). At the same time, there were significant dis-
tortions and deviations with respect to these initial deci-

sions (fig. 7). Rules coexisted along with their own viola-
tions. A cursory glance showed a certain order and repetition 
in the concentration and dispersal of buildings, only to be 
countered by other aspects of the site plan that may only be 
explained by arbitrariness. These are clarified in the follow-
ing points.

2. The first example of rules and their violations relates to 
the site’s functional zoning: raw material (coal) storage ar-
eas, the production units consisting of machine and boiler 
rooms, and the living quarters were separated from each oth-
er according to a clear zoning system that is further rein-
forced by thick bands of foliage between the zones (see fig. 
7). In contrast, the relatively-small sheds and repair shops 
serving the production units as well as a number of adminis-
trative buildings were dispersed throughout the site, seeping 

Fig. 5: Essen, Germany, Zeche Zollverein, established in 1847 and closed down in 1993, and converted into a performance and experience site since then.
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Fig. 6: Silahtarağa Power Plant, site plan drawn in 1910.

Fig. 7: Silahtarağa Power Plant, 
site plan as it had evolved by 1984, 
three quarters of a century after 
its founding.
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into all three zones in such a way as to muddy the original 
clarity of functional zoning.

3. The groups of machine and boiler rooms comprising 
the production units were clustered around a distinct east-
west horizontal axis. Yet, the proximity of these large 
buildings to each other, coupled with their varying sizes, 
shapes, and layout relative to each other—sometimes in a 
series and at other times as separate entities—give the im-
pression of an orderless cluster that contrasts with the 
clearly-ordered “comb-shaped” layout of the original 1910 
plan (see fig. 6)

4. As for the formal language of the buildings, certain 
grammars were pursued rigorously and decisively. Apart from 
a later machine hall (a reinforced concrete design by the ar-
chitect Seyfi Arkan, dating from the 1940s), all the complex’s 
industrial buildings were of cast-iron construction with thin 
exterior shells and large openings (in this case, arched on the 

upper levels; fig. 8). As such, they repeated, with small ad-
justments and re-interpretations, what was essentially the 
standard, anonymous, and monumental industrial shed 
grammar ubiquitous everywhere until the 1920s. This gram-
mar owed its elegance to the ability of the exterior shell to 
exist independently of the crude internal construction that 
bore the weight of the gigantic machinery housed within (see 
fig. 3). It also should be mentioned that the shop buildings 
dating from the earlier stages of construction were small-
scale examples of this same cast-iron interior structure with 
a thin exterior shell language.

5. In the meantime, the complex’s administrative and res-
idential buildings adopted a stylization that is totally differ-
ent from this anonymous cast-iron language mentioned 
above: namely, an Ottoman version (designated as “First Na-
tional Architecture”) of the Central European architectural 
movement known as Heimatstil (figs. 8 & 9). This group of 

Fig. 8: Silahtarağa Power Plant, view of the first machine room and administrative headquarters adjacent to it showing the difference in the formal 
language between the production units and the prestige buildings.
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buildings can be further divided into two categories: the 
“prestige buildings” (administrative headquarters, directors’ 
housing, guest housing, etc) and the “ordinary buildings” 
(housing for workers and engineers). Whereas a local empha-
sis on Ottoman elements is more pronounced in the prestige 
buildings, the latter display the anonymous vernacular lan-
guage of 19th-century workers’ row housing in Germany and 
Central Europe.

6. External to the groupings above are a few shops, stor-
age units, and housing facilities built after the 1950s (figs. 10 
& 11). These are an outgrowth of the anonymous contractor-
built production that spread in Turkey during the second half 
of the 20th century, and are without any architectural merit 
that would qualify them as cultural landmarks.

Reactions / Responses
Explorations, impressions, and determinations relative to the 
“found object” led to the strategic decisions explained below, 
which we felt would enable an infiltration into the zones of 
tension between change and resistance to change. A com-
parison of the new site plan (fig. 12) with the 1984 site plan 
(see fig. 7) provides a clear idea of the interventions that the 
conversion project introduced. Most significantly, these in-
cluded the preservation / adaptive reuse of the registered 
structures (red), the construction of a new museum building 
on the footprints of demolished industrial buildings (green), 
and the construction of new educational buildings following 
the traces of unregistered buildings located at the edges of 
the site (orange).

Fig. 9: Silahtarağa Power Plant, view of a housing building in the site.
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1. The distribution of existing buildings on the site had 
already conformed to the peculiarities of the site section 
(see fig. 2): the unstable soil covering much of the site had 
prompted the building clusters to pull away from the water 
towards the more stable edges of the site that are favorable 
to construction. Continuing this pattern of concentrating 
construction in these zones was therefore important to us, 
not only for the sake of constructional rationality, but also 
for the sake of continuity with a familiar landscape that 
had become a major center of attraction over time. Hence, 
in making the specific site decisions for the conversion 
project, existing traces of the complex were followed, 
sometimes more closely (for example, the Center for Con-
temporary Art (CCA), built on the footprints of demolished 
boiler rooms), and sometimes in a looser fashion (for exam-
ple, the educational buildings that replaced the unregis-
tered housing and small shops along the site’s northern and 
western edges).

2. The machine halls and housing units, which needed 
structural reinforcement for overall stability and earthquake 
resistance, were converted into an energy museum and hous-
ing for the scholars / artists-in-residence program, respec-
tively. With a “single touch” intervention, the two machine 
halls became the energy museum, the essence of which is 
observation and absorbing impressions (fig. 13), while the old 
housing units were converted into new residential units, with 
upgraded service components. However, the boiler rooms, 
which revealed hazardous materials like asbestos as well as 
structural problems, could not be incorporated into the proj-
ect’s museum programs. Rather, their shells were preserved 
through additional structural reinforcement, while fragments 

of the interior were retained (such as one boiler encased in 
glass to preserve the memory of the original function), and 
the entire structure was transformed into the new university 
library. The main idea that inspired the shaping of this library 
was the powerful autonomous existence of the boilers in the 
central space, together with the service platforms and stair-
ways flanking them, independent of the thin exterior shells 
protecting them from the elements.

3. The footprints of the no-longer-existing boiler rooms 
(shown in green in fig. 7) offered a good potential site for the 
CCA, which was the sole item in the program that required a 
large, single building with a highly-specialized function de-
manding high performance as exhibition space (fig. 14). In-
deed, formally speaking, the only elements that the new 
building took over from the old boiler rooms were their foot-
prints and scale (and hence, their distant memory). In shap-
ing the CCA, the adopted strategy sought to channel con-
structive grammar and phenomenological experience into a 
single equation, thereby demonstrating that the inspiration 
to be drawn from old buildings need not be trapped into a di-
chotomy of either formal analogy (imitation) or formal con-
trast.

4. Meanwhile, the most important element in devising 
the new educational buildings along the outer edges of the 
complex was to avoid a “third language” (the first and the 
second being the cast-iron shell language of the industrial 
buildings and the Ottoman-style administrative buildings 
respectively), which might have had the effect of short-cir-
cuiting the desired grammatical relationships mentioned 
above. This was particularly important given the fact that 
while covering a considerable amount of floor area, these 

Figs. 10 & 11: Silahtarağa Power Plant, small shop and warehouse buildings from the post-1950 period. These were torn down during the renovation.
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new educational buildings did not need to be housed under 
a single roof, as is the case with the CCA, and could instead 
be dispersed across the campus. In other words, the educa-
tional buildings would neither function as a dominant “pri-
mary element” on the lines of either the preserved industri-
al buildings or the entirely new CCA, nor as an exceptional 
“prestige object” like the director’s residence, but rather as 
“secondary elements” infiltrating the fabric of the site from 
within. In avoiding a “third language,” the most insidious 
pitfall in which one might fall would be that of formal rep-
etition. An example of this would be a re-production of the 

“first language,” specifically of the first-generation shop 
buildings, which, as mentioned above, were small-scale 
versions of the cast-iron thin-shell factories. This would 
have been akin to suddenly “being exposed” in an awkward 
garb while trying hard to blend into the fabric or “mingle 
with the crowd.” While rejecting this decorative position in 
favor of a contemporary grammar with a high capacity for 
anonymity (fig. 15), we felt that taking a stance that aimed 
at deriving specifics from within that grammar would bring 
us closer to the area of tension with which we hoped to es-
tablish contact.

Fig. 12: Silahtarağa Power Plant, site plan after renovation.

Fig. 13: Silahtarağa Power Plant, the first and second machine halls were converted into the Energy Museum with the addition of a stairway and a viewing 
gallery.
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Fig. 14: Silahtarağa Power Plant, the Center for Contemporary Arts (CCA) was built on the footprints of two torn-down boiler rooms, maintaining their 
respective scales.
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We had set out asking if change and resistance to change 
could point to one another, and whether these two phenom-
ena that are embedded in modern life could turn into a strat-
egy of awareness—a dialectical awareness of the new in the 

old and vice versa. We hope that the future life of Santralis-
tanbul will encourage us to continue thinking about this 
question (fig. 16).

Translated into English by Fred Stark

Fig. 15: Silahtarağa Power Plant, one of the new educational buildings erected to replace the un-registered housing and small shops from the post-1950 
period.

Fig. 16: Silahtarağa Power Plant, general view of Santralistanbul after the completion of renovation works in 2007.


