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The Ottoman-Turkish House
According to Architect Sedad Hakkı
Eldem:
A Refined Domestic Culture Suspended Between Europe and Asia

Serena Acciai

Tâchons d’abord d’exposer en raccourci ce que

nous entendons par « maison turque ». C’est un

type de maison qui s’est développé depuis l’arrivée

des Turcs ottomans en Anatolie dans les régions

comprises entre la Syrie et la Perse, vers l’Orient,

la Roumanie et la Hongrie, vers l’Occident. Il est

vrai que, vu l’étendue de ces contrées, il ne peut

pas être question d’un seul et unique type

commun. Chaque région y a sûrement mis son

apport, et beaucoup d’influences se sont fait sentir

à travers les siècles. Pourtant la maison turque se

différencie nettement de la maison arabe et

persane, ainsi que des types de maison de l’Europe

centrale.1

Sedad Hakkı  Eldem (1908–1988) was born at the sunset of the Ottoman Empire, in an

aristocratic family that had a prominent role in the diffusion of Ottoman-Turkish art and

culture throughout the world. The first important example of this family engagement was

an  impressive  in-folio  publication  for  the  Universal  Exposition  of  1873  in  Vienna,

commissioned by Sedad's great grand-father Ibrahim Edhem Paşa.2 Osman Hamdi Bey,3

Ibrahim EdhemPaşa’s oldest son, was the founder of the Archeology Museum and the

Academy of Fine Arts in Istanbul, and is considered to be the pioneer of the profession of

museum  curatorship  in  Turkey.  His  brother,  Halil  Edhem  Eldem,  wrote  a  series  of

educational books about the Topkapı  Palace,4 as well as a book about the mosques of
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Istanbul.5 Sedad's  father,  Alişanzade Ismail  Hakkı  Bey,  was  a  member  of  the  foreign

service and a refined intellectual. Sedad Hakkı Eldem was to become the most well-known

architect of modern Turkey6, as well as a recognized exponent of modernism, although he

did not  belong to the network of  CIAM [Congrès  internationaux d'architecture  moderne].

Being part of such an influential family opened to him, even before he was of school age,

to vast culture influence, and facilitated personal connections with intellectuals from all

over the world.

The most prominent topic in the work of Sedad was the study of the Turkish House. No

other person was as comprehensive, devoted and productive as he was in bringing the

traditional  Turkish house back to life  through his  own architectural  experience.  The

essential characteristics of this building type, and its possible variations depending on the

site, represent the main trait of Sedad's work and also his main legacy.

 

“Nationalisms” and vernacular architecture

Already from the first  half  of  the nineteenth century incidents  of  strong nationalist

sentiment  were presenting themselves  in various  countries  of  the by now weakened

Ottoman empire. In Serbia, for instance, which was a province of the Ottoman Empire

with increased autonomy after 1815, and structured as the semi-independent Principality

of Serbia, the aristocracy chose to live in konak, or mansions that had belonged to the

Ottoman  élite,  thereby  validating  this  type  of  architecture  as  part  of  the  cultural

patrimony of the country.7 

In Greece, which became partially independent from the Empire in 1832, the interest in

traditional Greek culture took off with the pro-Hellenistic movement,8 which was tied to

the War of Independence. After the fall of the Empire following World War I, and the

division  of  the  lands,  every  new  nation  had  to  declare  its  own  identity,  with  each

evaluating  its  own  traditions.  Often  these  traditions,  some  of  which  have  revealed

themselves  to  be  “invented,”9 stemmed  historiographies  and  preconceptions,  which

should be taken into consideration. The nature of tradition remains an open question in

many cultures still today.

Tülay Artan notes that research on the origins of the Ottoman house has been, for quite

some time, tied to a nationalistic context.10 Indeed, he argues that the Turkish house with

an open hall  (hayat),  courtyard (avlu)  and projections (çikma),  had been reclaimed by

other nations as well after the end of the Empire.11 

In the evolution of architecture in Turkey the traditional house was taken, at some point,

as a source of inspiration for the creation of a national identity,  and as a model for

modern architecture12.

In  analyzing  this  issue,  one  must  remember  that  the  awareness  of  Turkish  heritage

during the twentieth century began with a period of war and violence, which coincided

with the development of Turkish national identity. In architecture, when the “invention”

of Turkish heritage started to take shape (and within it, the idea that the house was the

symbol of the “origins”), the complexity of cultures, voices and peoples united by the

Ottoman Empire were reduced to a single voice13 and absorbed into the term Turkish.14 

Sedad Eldem's position on this theme is complex. Although Eldem was well aware of the

transnational character of the Ottoman house, he purposefully chose not to employ the

term “Ottoman,” because of the reactionary characters that this term entailed during the
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1930s. He chose to use the word “Turkish” instead. In so doing, the cosmopolitan ethos of

the Ottoman was set aside to give place to a more modern identity. Turkey needed to

affirm its  sovereignty  by  celebrating  its  own traditions  and  thus  had  to  reduce  the

consuetude  of  Western  architects  working  there  that  were  changing  the  face  of  its

territory. 15

At the national level, Eldem was hoping for architecture to find a new “Turkish” path.

This  new  way  would  ideally  overcome  the  neo-Ottoman  tendencies  that  carried

imperialistic  overtones  and,  at  the  same  time,  go  beyond  the  western  vision  of

architecture that implicated international concepts and “colonialism,” and which did not

incorporate the essential Turkish contribution.16 This new architecture, for Sedad Eldem,

ought  to  be  modern  and,  therefore,  national.17 Eldem strongly  asserted  that  Turkey

should have its own modern architectural language, and that it should not merely be an

oriental version of European architecture.18 He also affirmed that a modern country must

have its own national architects.19

His targets here were both the Ottoman revival known as the “First National Style” and

the “Cubic Style” or “Ankara Cubic”.20 The former movement combined Ottoman forms

and stylistic motifs with European design principles and was mainly promoted by Vedat

Tek and Giulio  Mongeri,  who were Eldem's  teachers  at  the Academy of  Fine Arts  in

Istanbul.  The latter style was led by Ernst  Egli  (1893–1974)  and Clemens Holzmeister

(1886–1983)  and  advocated  the  coexistence  of  International  Style  principles  with  an

architectural language that, according to Western architects, evoked the Anatolian genius

loci.

The young Sedad had chosen to base the core of his design research on the Turkish house

entity.  He ended up publishing a multi-volume encyclopedia on the topic.21 Until  the

1930s the type had not been studied as such because the analysis of national architecture

in Turkey had been confined to monuments and public buildings. Furthermore, Eldem

maintained that, due to lack of upkeep and care, these buildings were soon to disappear,

and for this reason “the study of civil Turkish architecture had become a question of

maximum urgency”.22 These specific objectives were pursued at the “Seminars on the

national  architectural  style”  at  the  Academy  of  Fine  Arts  in  Istanbul,23 which  were

instituted in 1932 thanks to the joint  efforts  of  Ernst  Egli  and Sedad Eldem.24 These

seminars had the merit of forming a generation of architects that were aware of the

architectural  value  of  the  traditional  Turkish  house.  Eldem's  pupils  such  as  Turgut

Cansever (1921–2009)  and Nezih Eldem (1921–2005)  were strongly influenced in their

architectural work by this academic training. This pioneering experience ended at the

Academy when in 1948 a fire destroyed the whole building.
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Figure 1: Photographs at the “Seminars on the national architectural style,” Konya notebooks.

Source: Istanbul (Turkey), Rahmi M. Koç Museum.

As  Tülay  Artan  has  observed,  the  choice  to  study  “civil  architecture”  was  the

manifestation of Republican Nationalist ideology, in which the antiquated monumental

buildings were considered “Ottoman,” while the modern civic architecture was claimed

as  “Turkish”.25 According  to  Eldem,  the  main  achievement  of  the  seminars  was  the

discovery that the Turkish house had a close affinity with modern architecture. It was

established “that its characteristics were contained in a wide range of housing styles and

architectural principles starting from those of the ancient Chinese and extending right

down to those of such modern masters as Frank Lloyd Wright and Le Corbusier”.26

Sibel Bozdoğan points out that Sedad Hakki Eldem saw contemporary features in the

traditional  Turkish house:  for  him,  this  building type was  remarkably similar  to  the

concept  of  the  modern  house.27 Characteristics  such  as  ample  windows,  lightness,

transparency, the free plan and modular logic, all of which lent themselves to skeletal

construction,  were  reinterpreted  in  reinforced  concrete  by  Sedad  Eldem in  his  own

designs. Eldem was probably aware of a growing nationalistic interest for the “vernacular

house type” in other, formerly Ottoman, countries.

The Ottoman house existed for a time as the result of a refined domestic culture
suspended between Europe and Asia. It crossed frontiers and enlarged its scope in
company with a powerful and culturally healthy nation. … After the dissolution of
the  Ottoman  Empire,  housing  in  the  old  Ottoman  land  manifested  a  variety  of
interpretations of the Turkish vernacular type, as a part of their Ottoman heritage.
The tendencies in these new countries was to accept, to absorb and even to identify
themselves with this heritage, by and large ... .28

Eldem's  dual  nature  of  thought  on  the  topic,  which  considered  simultaneously  the

Turkish house as a local  and global  archetype,  can be best  explained by the historic

moment in which he lived and worked. His family background, along with his status as an

intellectual straddling two worlds, allowed him to apprehend the geographical scope of

the diffusion of the Ottoman house type. At the same time, the zeitgeist of his era forced
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him to express his own ideas and beliefs in a quite cautious way. As will be shown below,

his  letters  increase the knowledge of  the geographic  sphere of  Eldem's  study of  the

Turkish house. Furthermore, the contents of his epistolary corpus should be considered

an “end point” of Eldem's thoughts on this subject.

 

From Italy to the Balkans

Adopting vernacular architecture, in particular domestic architecture, as a sign of a new

nation,  or  a  nation  in  search  of  its  own  symbolic  representation,  was  a  common

phenomenon during the 1930s with the spread of totalitarian regimes.29 The “house”

concept was elevated to the status of a national symbol: it was the expression of daily life

of  ordinary  people  and  strongly  influenced  the  quality  of  domestic  space  as  a

representation of a country's tradition. This undoubtedly formed a consensus with the

masses. A strong parallel can be made with the situation in Italy at the time, both at the

political  and  architectural  level.  Kemalist  Turkey  and  Fascist  Italy  were  particularly

receptive to modernism;30 Sedad himself was interested in Italian modernism. In fact, his

archives  contained several  unpublished pictures  of  the EUR area in Rome.31 In  Italy,

Sedad’s research echoes the quest of Giuseppe Pagano (1896-1945)32 at the Triennale of

Milan  in  1936,  with  the  exhibition  Architettura  Rurale  Italiana.  Pagano’s  interest  in

studying  rural  houses  was  to  highlight  the  functionalism  already  inherent  in  these

buildings  and  to  show  vernacular  typology  as  a  source  for  the  creation  of  modern

architecture that  had its  roots  in this  built  patrimony. Unlike the study seminars in

Turkey,  Pagano’s  research33 on the spontaneous (i.e.  vernacular)  architecture of  Italy

could not be as systematic or comprehensive, because of the great variety of building

types across Italy.

 
Figure 2: Eldem's pictures of the EUR area in Rome around 1939.

Source: Istanbul (Turkey), Rahmi M. Koç Museum.
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Figure 3: The Halıcı Izzet House in Bursa, seventeenth century. Drawings by S. H. Eldem.

Source: Sedad H. ELDEM, Türk Evi, Osmanli Dönemi = Turkish Houses, Ottoman Period, Istanbul: Turkiye

anit çevre turizm değerlerini koruma vakfı, 1984.

This  experiment  had  the  strength  to  shake  the  Italian  architectural  scene  and  to

emphasize a theme always present in Italian architecture.  Michelangelo Sabatino has

argued that since the time of the Renaissance the rural world was engaged in an incessant

dialogue  with  the  urban  world,  changing  the  nature  of  architecture  on  the  Italian

peninsula forever.34

The Palladian Villas in the Veneto region of Italy are one of the best examples of this

phenomenon, thanks to the coexistence in Palladio’s model designs of monumental and

rural buildings linked together through a garden. Both in Italy and Turkey, correlations

between the vernacular  house and the villa/palace type had an essential  role in the

definition of modern architecture.35 An example of this trend is Villa Colli designed by

Pagano and Gino Levi Montalicini. The villa was an opportunity for the two architects to

prove their convictions on the modernity of vernacular architecture. Built in 1929–1930

for the Colli family in Rivara near Turin, the villa was conceived as a "modern cottage"

reminiscent  of  rural  alpine  architecture.  The  plan  is  organized  using  a  strongly

symmetrical design whose center is located in the double-height grand entrance hall,

which  distributes  the  surrounding  spaces.  This  hall  also  functions  as  an  internal

courtyard and has an undeniable functional similarity with the sofa of Turkish/Ottoman

homes. It is necessary to underline that in Italy that type of villa has remained bound to

the unsurpassed experience of Palladio's Venetian Villas, which, from a typological point

of view, are quite close to the Ottoman-Turkish house with central sofa (orta sofalı tip). 

Eldem often highlighted the importance of the relationship between house and palace in

Ottoman-Turkish architecture and, in the text “The Sultane House Type,”36 identifies the
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oldest examples of a Turkish house, the archetype of this kind of building. “The Sultane

Structure” was a description of a type of building with a raised floor that had a pillared

hall in front and a double balustrade staircase in the center. To describe the “Sultane

type,” Eldem refers to the Halıcı Izzet House of Bursa and shows the difference between

this kind of building (diffuse around Edirne and in the valley of Meriç) and the classical

Anatolian house, where the rooms are in a row behind a portico-hall and surrounded by a

U-shaped wall. Eldem explains that these houses with a classical symmetrical form are

almost like pavilions or little palaces. In Turkey the house is a most treasured, prized

thing and a source of  great  pride.  It  is  interesting here to point  out  the similarities

between this description of the classical Anatolian house and Eldem's design for the Raif

Meto House, elaborated for the town of Adana in 1941. The project for this small home

was a modern reinterpretation of the traditional Anatolian house.

During the 1930s in Greece, the work of Dimitri Pikionis (1887–1968)37 can be seen to have

had some analogies with that of Eldem.38 However, it is necessary to take into account the

experience of Aris Konstantinidis (1913–1993) and his commitment to the study of old

Athenian houses.39 Within the cultural movement known as Omada Filon,40 an awareness of

the value of traditional architecture developed. In fact, in 1938, an exhibition titled “The

Exhibit of Rural Art” was organized by the group at the Hotel Kentrikon in Athens.

 
Figure 4: House on Heyden Street in Athens, by Dimitri Pikionis.

Source: Author's picture.

From 1932 Dimitri Pikionis chose to follow the constructive traditions that were most

diffuse  in  Greece,  especially  those  of  the  mountains  in  the  region  of  Kastoria,  as  a

reference  point  for  his  modern  architecture.  In  a  manner  very  similar  to  the

compositional methods worked out by Eldem in his reinterpretation of folk heritage for

modern purposes,41 Pikionis perceived a conceptual connection between buildings using a
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reinforced concrete frame and those using wooden projections instead, as in traditional

architecture.42 The house43 on Heyden Street in Athens, constructed by Pikionis in 1937, is

the happy result of these studies, and perfectly synthesizes the modernity of the tradition.44

 
Figure 5: Branislav Kojić's house in Belgrade.

Source: Author's picture.

In the former Yugoslavia one can cite the work of Branislav Kojic (1899-1987),45 who was

one of the Serbian founders of the modern architectural movement, and also one of the

most meticulous researchers of the building traditions of the Balkans. An analysis of his

personal home in Zadarska Street in Belgrade suggests that he was attempting to find the

proper balance between modern and vernacular architectural elements. The dominant

features of the main façade are two bay windows on the first floor and a projecting roof

that follows the curved forms both of the building and of the site. The sculptural softness

of  the  undulating  wall  is  achieved  through  stylized  bay  windows  borrowed  from

vernacular architecture.

Elements  belonging  to  the  ancient  konaks,  which  made  up  the  neighborhoods  of

Kosančićev Venac and Dorćol in Belgrade, are evoked in the modern sinuous lines of this

house. “I am interested in history as a tool for the present and for the future, more than

as a love for the past,” wrote Kojić.46

The  work  of  Paul  Smărăndescu  (1881-1945),47 another  correspondent  of  Eldem,  is  a

Romanian  equivalent,  in  which  elements  of  the  Ottoman  heritage  were  again  re-

interpreted in a modern manner.48 Smărăndescu,  a generation older than Eldem, had

received  a  diploma in  architecture  from the  French government  and  endeavored  to

define  a  neo-Romanian  style  through  the  reconfiguration  of  historical  elements.  An

example is his own house constructed in 1914 on Lutheran Street in Bucharest, where he
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merged  early  nineteenth-century  bow  windows  with  a  gazebo-like  structure.  This

element  becomes  an  innovative  interpretation  of  the  sacnasiu,49 present  in  local

vernacular architecture, and quite frequently retrieved and reinterpreted.

 
Figure 6: Letter addressed to S. H. Eldem from Paul Smărăndescu,  24 March 1940.

Source: Istanbul (Turkey), Rahmi M. Koç Museum.
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Figure 7: Foscari’s Villa by Andrea Palladio. Gambarare di Mira (Venice), circa 1554.

Source: Author's picture.

To recap: one may say that in the “core-area”50 of the diffusion of the Ottoman house

there  came  about,  starting  from  the  1930s,  a  real  paradox  in  what  had  been  the

nationalistic  ideology  of  the  movement  of  the  Young Turks:  the  multiculturalism of

Ottoman society  so  strongly  oppressed during the  passage  from Empire  to  Republic,

turned out to serve those very nations that emerged from the dismemberment of the

Empire. 

Thus, many of these nations during their search of a national identity looked toward the

legacy of the Ottoman house to locate those typological or decorative elements needed

for constructing the idea of the “national home”: the varied souls of the Ottoman Empire,

and therefore its various vernacular traditions, remained linked (even unknowingly) to

these cross-cultural influences, which, for centuries, had been allowed to co-exist. Over

time, the heritage left  by the “invaders” in the former territories of the Empire was

assimilated into each new nations own cultural history,51 despite of the divisions that new

territorial and ideological boundaries imposed.

Thus, the legacy of the Ottoman house has been able to go beyond the boundaries of

nationality and history.

 

Byzantine Influences and later contaminations with
European building types

In his main work on the Turkish house of the Ottoman period, Eldem also reflected on

“Byzantine influence” and wondered what cross-cultural exchanges the Ottomans might
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have  experienced  before  becoming  Turks.  According  to  Eldem,  the  claim  that  the

Byzantine  house  tradition  lived  on  and  continued  in  the  Turkish  house  cannot  be

confirmed, but he assumes that:

At the time that the Crusaders came to Istanbul and were fascinated with its palaces
there  were  many  magnificent  yalıs  (coastal  dwellings)  in  Venice,  made  in  the
Byzantine style. Four or five of them still remain, but there is not one to be seen in
Istanbul.  The  architectural  style  of  these  yalıs in  the  form of  semi-palaces  was
Byzantine. Were their plans and interior layouts also in this style? If we assume this
to be so, then we would be learning something about the design of the mansions of
that  period.  The  type  of  plan  with  a  central  sofa  (orta  sofalı)  has  always  been
traditional in the Venetian yalı (waterside residence). Was the same plan applied in
Istanbul? If such was the case, the Istanbul mansions (konaks) made in the Venetian
style, rich with their facades coated in marble, were not constructed with the same
strength and durability, as they have all crumbled and disappeared without a trace.
52

In another passage in the same text, he affirms that we can consider that the Byzantine

house was made using the same red tiles as the Ottoman house, and that the walls would

be made of himiş (a wooden framework filled with tiles or stones). He observes that the

Turks,  upon  taking  control  of  Byzantine  territory,  used  the  same  resources  and

techniques used by their predecessors. The innovative elements were the plan and the

main structures that were made to accord with the Turkish way of life, combined with a

new outlook and ideas about construction. 

Eldem concluded his text on “Byzantine Influence” by arguing that there is no evidence

of any recognizable Byzantine characteristics in the Ottoman-Turkish house, and only

their origins can be compared.

Speaking of the similarity with certain European building types, Eldem also noted that, in

the domestic architecture of the area around Venice, the sofa plan shows a similarity with

the Ottoman-Turkish house.53
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Figure 8: Hatice Sultan's yalı designed by Antoine Ignace Melling.

Source: Ignace Melling, Voyage pittoresque de Constantinople et des rives du Bosphore (d'après les
dessins de Mr. Antoine Ignace Melling dessinateur et architecte de la Sultane Hadigé ...), Paris, 1809–1819.

During the eighteenth century in Turkey, and particularly in Istanbul, the acceptance of

models coming from other cultures became normal practice, and the exchanges and the

influences of  the West began to be important.  The buildings with a sofa plan,  in the

collective imagination, were linked to the Venetian villas who shared their central hall

and  passing-through  layout.54 Furthermore ,  Howard  Burns  asserts  that  Venice  and

Istanbul share many aspects: both are big cities on the sea and both succeeded Roman and

Byzantine Empire settlements. Venice and Istanbul also had a similar historical suburban

sprawl: the Brenta Riviera55 by Venice, and the Bosphorus landscape by Istanbul, both

with their mansions indissolubly linked to nature and water. Burns has also written of

probable contacts between Palladio and Sinan, and similarities in some of their great

architecture.56 He also affirms that the question of the exchanges between these two

would  be  mere  speculation  if  not  for  the  fact  that  Palladio's  client  and  friend,

Marcantonio Barbaro, was also Venice’s ambassador to Istanbul from 1568 to 1574. What

can be hypothesized is that, if great works like the Redentore Church in Venice, or the

Sokollu Mosque in Azpkapi, carry traces of a shared dialogue between East and West, it is

also very likely that civil architecture,57 which derives from these well-known examples,

may also have features borrowed from these influences.58 For this reason, it is important

to remember that, as reported by Orhan Pamuk,59 Princess Hatice Sultan commissioned

Melling to design a labyrinth for her palace in Ortaköy, on the Bosphorus, in the style of

the Danish ambassador Baron Hübsch’s garden. This was part of a neoclassical villa that

no  longer  exists,  which  showed a  symmetrical  plan  layout  strongly  influenced  from

Palladian housing architecture.60
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Figure 9: Danish ambassador Baron Hübsch’s yalı on the Bosphorus, Istanbul.

Source: Sedad H. ELDEM, Türk Evi, Osmanli Dönemi = Turkish Houses, Ottoman Period, Istanbul: Turkiye

anit çevre turizm değerlerini koruma vakfı, 1984.

 
Figure 10: The konak of Tahir Bey a Peć, plan and elevations. View of the living room (divanhane).

Source: Slobodan Nenadović, 1961. Interior drawing by Serena Acciai.

According to Eldem the first square and round plans of Palladio’s villas were a valid

example in which the central hall gives autonomy to the rooms, but this was not enough

to reach the Turkish house's level of livability and comfort. In fact, Eldem asserted that
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the division of the Turkish house in two—better known as haremlik and selāmlik—was the

main achievement of these buildings, and a great sign of modernity.

Eldem considered that  only the large Mediterranean homes,  with their  central  patio

encircled by open rooms, had a similar plan, but these buildings required quite an ample

site. 

Furthermore,  Eldem was skeptical  of  the interpretation that  considered the Ottoman

house to be directly related to the Byzantine house. In fact, he wrote:

Some  foreign  writers  mention  the  “Byzantine  Influences”  in  the  houses  of  the
Balkans and Istanbul. In other words, they see the source of the Ottoman House in
the Byzantine House. They go as far as to say that the Ottoman house is in fact the
Byzantine  House  itself,  or  the  continuation  of  it.  This  is  truly  a  subject  worth
consideration. What reality are these assumptions based upon? To investigate this
matter has become a necessity.61

In this case the Turkish architect did not consider much of the Balkan literature on the

subject, which carried different, and more profound arguments in comparison to Eldem's

reports.62 Analyzing Eldem's writings, one can say that the issue of Byzantine influence

remains the most unresolved and contradictory in his work: this subject is still an open

question because of its difficult documentation and interdisciplinary nature. What can be

said is that recent studies (which go beyond ideological issues, which were quite strong

during  Eldem's  time)  are  paving  the  way  for  interesting  considerations  concerning

cultural connections and cross-cultural influences. In fact, Gülru Necipoğlu has shown

how, through the actions of “some remarkable individuals who crossed fluid boundaries

by virtue of their integration into the Ottoman polity, we see how this society, in its own

distinctive way, restored some of the legacies of the Eastern Roman Empire”.63

 

Establishing parallels thanks to an international
network of scholars

Over  the  years,  Eldem developed  epistolary  relations  with  many  specialists,  and  his

letters show that he was establishing a network of  correspondents from all  over the

world: from Pakistan64 to Serbia, and from Tunis to Leningrad, in order to investigate the

range and breadth of the so-called Ottoman House. Exploring this international collection

of correspondence can help us to understand how the architectural type of the Turkish

house may have varied across countries and cultures.

To conduct this study I  have  taken into consideration twenty-four letters dated between

1964 and 1972, addressed to eight correspondents.65 The letters are in English or French

and, reading between the lines, it is evident that for Eldem these letters were an essential

resource for his work both as an architect and as a teacher. 

A great number of the letters concern the territory encompassing the former Yugoslavia.

One correspondent in the 1960s was the engineer Aleksandar Zaborski from Belgrade

who, with great dedication, supplied Eldem with articles and publications on themes that

he was searching for. In a letter to Zaborski dated 25 September 1965, Eldem writes: “I

understand that there is a book on Sarajevo Houses written by Beydic66 (?). This would of

course be of the upmost interest for me, my primary subject being surveys of Muslim

houses  in  Sarajevo,  Bosnia  and  Macedonia”.  Again,  on  2  December  he  asked  his

correspondent for a copy of the book of Boris Čipan about Ohrid houses.67
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In another letter dated 22 February 1966, Zaborski wrote to Eldem noting that he had

finally sent him Branislav Kojic's book,  The Old Town and Village Architecture in Serbia,

which  appeared  in  Belgrade  in  1949,  adding  that  he  “had  the  opportunity  to  get

acquainted with a gentleman who is a docent-lecturer at the Faculty of Architecture in

Belgrade”. From the successive letters one understands that this gentleman was Slobodan

Nenadović.68 In fact, on 1 July Zaborski wrote:

Mr. Nenadović is expecting to receive from you similar separates of Turkish articles
on Turkish  town and village  architecture  (domestic  architecture),  for  which  he
leaves  to  you  the  free  choice.  Mr.  Nenadović  is  the  professor  of  our  National
Architecture at the Faculty of Architecture of the University in Beograd. He is ready
to continue the exchange of literature from that field of science, and do the same
that he is already doing with persons working on the history of architecture in
Rumania, Bulgaria and USA.69

The letters between Eldem and Zaborski was intense in those years, and regardless of the

evident difficulty in communication—letters and packages had to cross many borders—it

shows  how  Eldem  was  striving  to  gather  information  on  examples  of  Ottoman

architecture outside of his own country, and most particularly, in the Balkans. 

Another  group  of  letters  concerns  the  correspondence  between  Eldem and  Nikolaos

Moutsopoulos (1927), one of the most important intellectuals engaged in the study of

traditional Greek architecture, and professor at the Aristotle University of Thessaloniki.70

Moutsopoulos  wrote  several  books  concerning  the  origins  of  Greek  vernacular

architecture, underlining its connection with Byzantine tradition.71 As a professor, his

major teaching focus was preparing specialists in heritage building preservation.72 

In the letter of 10 July 1968, Moutsopoulos reminds his colleague that he had sent him the

Athenian magazine Architektoniki, and that he had completed a study and written a book

on popular architecture in Kastoria. He asked for copies of Eldem's work on traditional

houses in Turkey. In his reply of 5 August 1968, Eldem sent him copies of his publications,

reaffirming his great interest in Moutsopoulos' research.73 He concludes by writing:

“I hope that this will  result in exchanges of ideas concerning the subject which
seems to be dear to both of us”.

Regarding the dissemination of the Ottoman housing type in North Africa, Eldem was in

contact with the architect Alexandre Lézine (1906–1972),74 and, after Lézine's untimely

death, with Jacques Revault (1902–1986).75 Lézine was the French architect most involved

in the study of traditional and ancient architecture in Tunisia and Egypt. His working

experience was plentiful and varied, and, like Eldem, he was not only a practitioner but

interested in the theoretical aspects of his art. His studies and surveys, such as those on

Carthage, Utica, Thuburbo Majus, Mahdia, Sousse, Rashid, are still a point of reference in

the analysis of historical architecture in that geographic area.76 

Revault was an artist trained in the fine, as well as applied arts, who devoted his life to

researching  the  arts  in  Muslim  culture.  A  group  of  letters  shows  an  extremely

collaborative understanding between Eldem and Revault.77 In these letters they speak

about their respective books, and one can deduce that they had met.78 In a letter dated 4

January 1972,  Revault thanks Eldem for the interesting suggestions given in a recent

letter  comparing  some aspects  of  Tunisian  and Turkish  houses.79 Unfortunately,  this

correspondence  is  incomplete,  and  the  two  men’s  precious  exchange  concerning

Ottoman-Turkish influences on Tunisian art and architecture remains illegible.
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The main subject of Eldem’s letters are books. In fact, he was looking for books about

domestic architecture in the lands of the former Ottoman Empire, and his correspondents

helped him in this research, finding the latest publications in the countries in which they

worked.

Eldem's correspondents were highly qualified researchers and engaged intellectuals who

worked on (among other  things)  vernacular  architecture  and the  various  forms and

influences  of  the  Ottoman House.  The  letters  show that  Eldem was  working  on  the

Turkish house outside Turkey through two different methods of study. On one hand, he

was interested in the traditional architecture of countries that had experienced Ottoman

domination,  which  he  studied  through  the  publications  of  other  intellectuals  and

architects, such as Lézine, Moutsopoulos, Revault and Kojić; on the other, he was looking

for what remained of specific examples of Ottoman architecture (especially houses and

palaces) on foreign territory after the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire. Beyond being a

charismatic  figure of  modern architecture in Turkey,  Sedad Hakkı  Eldem was deeply

interested in reconstructing the existence of those “fragments” of Ottoman architecture

that he knew were scattered around the former Ottoman world. 

Indeed, from his letters it is clear that Eldem was already aware of the existence of these

case  studies:  he  asked  his  correspondents  for  specific  information  concerning  these

examples, such as floor plans, elevations, and every kind of detail that might be useful for

his research. In the letters that I studied80 Eldem was seeking information about specific

buildings and sites, such as:

- in the former Yugoslavia: the Residence of Tahir Bey in Peć; the house type of Prizren;

the Ohrid houses81;

- in Egypt: the town of Rosette (present-day Rachid); the Bijou Palace in Cairo82;

- in Greece: the village of Kastoria, the housing architecture of Ioannina and the island of

Rhodes83;

- in Crimea, Caucasus, central Asia : Hansaray, Tartar’s Khan palace and Buckara Palace;

- in the former U.S.S.R.: the Turkish kiosk in Tsarskoye Selo gardens in Saint Petersburg.84

By  means  of  these  examples  Sedad  was  able  to  grasp  that  the  typological  elements

constitutive  of  the  Turkish  house—like  the  sofa—are  elements  common to  a  broader

geographical area.85 He had the foresight to cross borders to be able to understand how a

space like the divanhane was widespread throughout many different cultures.86

Concerning the case study located in the former Yugoslavia, Eldem in a letter dated 2

December 1965, asked his correspondent from Belgrade for two specific articles: the first

one was about the residence of Tahir Bey in Peć, characterized by the projecting roof,

ribbon windows and a divanhane supported on pillars.87 This example was interesting for

Eldem because in the 1960s the old konak was dismantled and reconstructed in another

part of the city. The new urban plan for Peć in fact included the total demolition of the

building,  but the  Institute  for  Conservation  of  Cultural  Monuments  in  Kosovo,

considering that the exceptional qualities of  the monument were a part of  the city’s

ancient  urban  architecture,  saved  it,  and  moved  it  elsewhere.  Knowing  the  work,

research, and design projects of Sedad Eldem, we can with confidence affirm that the

case-study of Peć was of utmost importance to him. Much Ottoman architecture, and in

particular many yalıs and konaks on the Bosphorus and elsewhere, had suffered the fate

that would befall the konak of Tahir Bey a Peć:  this was a valid example of historical

preservation of an ancient building both on a methodological level (the technology used

in the dismantling/reconstruction) as well as a bureaucratic level. Eldem had, from the

The Ottoman-Turkish House According to Architect Sedad Hakkı Eldem:

ABE Journal, 11 | 2017

16



beginning, strongly denounced the ruination that was taking place, especially of wooden

structures along the Bosphorus.88

 
Figure 11: The House Arab Killy, interior of the second floor.

Source: Cairo (Egypt), Institut français d'archéologie orientale (IFAO).

The other case study in Balkan lands was the house type from Prizren (a historic city in

southern Kosovo), which Eldem had studied in a paper by Slobodan Nenadović. According

to the Serbian professor, the town of Prizren still had strong cultural peculiarities in the

1960's,  in particular the city's  house type.  It  was an ancient architecture,  which had

developed in every town belonging to the former Ottoman Empire. He also affirmed that

this house type had ceased to be used in the Balkan regions after the fall of the Empire,

and that the main character of these houses was to satisfy the architectural principles of

function, construction, and aesthetics.

Analogously, in his fascinating unpublished paper “La maison turque,” Eldem described

the comfortable and livable character of the traditional Ottoman-Turkish home: 

“La maison turque est avant tout confortable. Pas d'espace perdus, pas de chambres
inter-communicantes,  pas de faux attiques.  Pas de fausses échelles;  tout est à la
mesure humaine, même dans les palais”. 89

Eldem wrote these words in 1948 and, for the rest of his professional life, he continued to

use the Turkish house type as his architectural reference.90 He felt that in its essence this

house type had always contained features of functionality, beauty, and the need to live

with a sense of well-being.

It  is  important to underline that by this time the Modern Movement in general  had

changed direction. The architectural theory which considered the house “comme une

machine à habiter” in the first half of the twentieth century was called into question in

the second half of the century as being as somewhat cold, lacking in daily-life values, and
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not  attuned  enough  to  the  human  needs.91 From  all  over  the  world  there  was  an

increasing search for new “languages” in architecture derived from vernacular examples,

thus the concept of “architecture without architects,” began to be taken into account.92

Coming back to the case studies,  Eldem was particularly  interested in the houses  of

Rosette in Egypt, in research conducted by Alexandre Lézine in 1970. In a letter dated 15

November of that year, Eldem specifically hoped to receive some news about Lézine's

work there. The historic town of Rashid (known in the West as “Rosette” after Napoleon

Bonaparte’s campaign in Egypt), lies close to one of the points where the River Nile meets

the Mediterranean Sea. Rashid flourished under the Ottomans, who conquered Egypt in

1517, before Alexandria fell into decline. The Ottomans left behind a legacy of charming

mansions that have some peculiar elements. Most are three-story buildings built in brick,

reinforced with horizontal wood beams, and arranged in plans with the characteristic

gender subdivision (selamlik for men and haremlik for women.) The selamlik, which is the

middle and the representative part of the house, was placed on the first floor where the

mashrabiya (lattice covered windows) facing on to the street were more open; the haremlik

was instead placed on the second and third floors near the bedrooms, near the Turkish

bath—the private, secluded section of the house—where the mashrabiya were closed. A

remarkable element of some of these houses was an opening into the ceiling between the

second and the third floor. This element is similar to the atrium of the ancient Etruscan

house that provided light and ventilation to the interior.

A careful reading of Lézine’s writing on the houses of Rashid shows that he shared many

aims with Sedad Hakkı Eldem; in fact, the works of Eldem on the Ottoman-Turkish house

are mentioned many times by Lézine. 93 Most scholars have considered the architectonical

influences of Ottoman domination in North-Africa to be negligible.94 However, the study

of the Rosette houses proves the opposite; that, in fact, many buildings in Rosette contain

several elements typical of traditional Turkish domestic architecture. For instance, the

arrangement of the plan, the presence of wooden beams between the brick levels, the use

of wooden galleries and walk-in closets and niches, small marble fountains inside the

rooms, as well as painted and inlaid ceilings.
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Figure 12: The House Arab Killy, external view.

Source: Author’s picture.

In the part devoted to Egypt in “Türk Evi,” Eldem also considered the Citadel of Cairo.

Using plans and the façade of the Ottoman Gevheriye Palace,  he highlighted how this

palace, built in the nineteenth century, was in the Empire style of Istanbul. In fact, the tall

windows are reminiscent of this style, and the room resting on pillars within the harem is

very similar to the room with the same use at the former Köuçeoglu yalı in Bebek, Istanbul.

Regarding  the  case-studies  researched  by  Eldem  in  Greece,  we  find  the  important

example  of  the  work  of  Moutsopoulos  on  Kastoria.95 Differing  from Eldem's  idea  of

unconfirmed Byzantine influences on Ottoman architecture, Moutsopoulos described the

city of Kastoria as a “ville byzantine fortifiée”. The streets of Kastoria, as in many other

Macedonian cities are paved with “caldirim”96 and are quite narrow, becoming even more

so with the multiplication of kiosks and solariums or sahnisins.97 Moutsopoulos completely

denied  the  role  of  Ottoman-Turkish  architecture  in  the  evolution  of  the  village  of

Kastoria. His main concern was to find Byzantine influences in its architecture, while

historical occurrences, like the Ottoman domination, were not even contemplated in his

research on the evolution of the town. The purpose of this Greek author—to examine the

typological elements there—appears limited by his ideological approach to the topic. In

the 1970s,  nationalistic  politics  were acute and largely shared across  the region.  For

Moutsopoulos,  Kastoria  resembled  many  Byzantine  cities,  with  an  additional  vague

Hellenic touch given by the eurhythmía (harmonious distribution of the various parts) of

solid blocks and open spaces,  and the equilibrium between plaster  and stone,  which

created a peaceful atmosphere. According to Moutsopoulos it is thanks to sites such as

Kastoria that the traditions, the arts, and the cultural heritage of Byzantine culture in

Greece has been preserved up to today.
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Figure 13: Views of Kastoria, plan and skyline.

Source: Nikolaos K. MOUTSOPOULOS, Kastoria, Athens: Melissa Publishing House, 1990 (Greek

Traditional Architecture).

The  Hansaray  Tartar’s  Khan palace  was  another  of  Eldem’s  obsessions. 98The  Palace  is

located in the town of Bakhchysarai in Crimea. This extraordinary complex is one of the

best known Muslim palaces found in Europe. It  was built in the sixteenth century as

residence of a successor of Crimean Khans. The walled enclosure contains a mosque, a

harem, a cemetery, living quarters, and gardens. There was also a projecting room, or

“Summer Arbor,” with low seats,  row windows, and a marble fountain in the center.

According to Eldem, this pavilion was rebuilt in the eighteenth century following the

Baroque  style  of  Istanbul. From  his  correspondence, we  know  that  Eldem  was  in

possession of some old plans of the palace drafted by British architects 150 years before,

but he was looking for an actual survey to complete his study.99 Eldem, in the end, was

able to draw a well-structured plan of the palace. We do not know if the plan that was

published in his book Türk Evi is one of his famous “reconstructions,” as was the case

happened  with  many  other  important  buildings  such  as  the  Sa’dabad palace 100 (in

Kağıthane, Istanbul), or the Ottoman palace at the Citadel in Cairo, or if he found an actual

blueprint. There is some analogy in effect between the Sa’dabad palace (also called “The

abode  of  happiness”)  and  the  Hansaray  Tartar’s  Khan palace.  Both  of  them  are

magnificent complexes made up of many pavilions on the edge of a quiet river. Their

relationship with nature, so essential for any Ottoman-Turkish settlement, is the crucial

characteristic of these structures.101 As Eldem wrote:

Avec  le  souci  du  confort  et  du  bien-être  physique,  le  besoin  de  ne  pas  perdre
contact avec la nature allait de pair. L’amour de la nature, du jardin donc, est inné
en tout Turc, et sa maison doit absolument avoir un morceau de nature pour elle.
Aussi l'habitation s’ouvre-t-elle de ce côté. Le jardin l’enserre de toutes parts, s’unit
à  elle  dans  ces  vérandas  clôturées,  joyaux  de  toute  maison  qui  se  respecte,  les
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salons-kiosques.  L’eau  des  bassins  dans  les  jardins  trouve  son  chemin  dans  la
maison en forme de fontaines cascadantes (selsebil) ou jaillissantes (fiskiye).102

In the same letter Eldem asserted that “Les palais de Bahçesaray, Buchara, Baku sont des

sujets  d'étude de  première  importance pour  moi.”  In the Buckara palace  there  is  an

extraordinary example of a hayat,  or covered gallery, called an “aivan” in Uzbekistan.

Dodo Nazilov explains how in Central Asian architecture great emphasis was placed on

maximizing the proximity of  a chamber to the ambience of  the courtyard,  linking it

compositionally  with the  surrounding landscape.103 In  addressing this  task,  the  aivan

functioned as a connecting element between the rooms and the world outside. Aivan that

opened into the courtyard seemed to introduce living nature inside, or, the other way

around:  it  carried  the  space  of  a  chamber  outdoors.  In  the  Bukhara Palace  this

architectonical scheme is recognizable in the sixteenth-century Bukhara Hoja Zayniddin

Mosque, with its porch-like covered terrace supported by numerous columns in front of

the entrance to the Mosque. It is probable that Eldem looked at this palace to study the

application of the “covered gallery” in the layout of a monument.

 
Figure 14: The Hansaray Tartar’s Khan palace, plan and view of the “Summer Arbor”.

Source: Sedad H. ELDEM, Türk Evi, Osmanli Dönemi = Turkish Houses, Ottoman Period, Istanbul: Turkiye

anit çevre turizm değerlerini koruma vakfı, 1984.

In  another  of  his  letters,  dated  15  July  1969,  and  addressed  to  the  director  of  the

Hermitage Museum in Leningrad (present-day St-Petersburg), Eldem asked if the Turkish

kiosks still existed in the gardens of the former Royal Palace in the surroundings of St-

Petersburg. Such a kiosk did exist: the Turkish kiosk in Tsarskoye Selo, a town located

twenty-four kilometers south of Saint Petersburg, visited regularly by members of the

former Russian imperial family and nobility. It was Catherine I who started to develop the

place as a royal country residence. Catherine’s palace is surrounded by a garden à la

française, containing several elements ascribable to the Turqueries period, such as a kiosk

and a Turkish bathhouse resembling a mosque with a dome and a minaret, built in 1852.
104
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Figure 15: The Turkish Kiosk Tsarskoe Selo, circa 1909.

Source: St. Petersburg's Imperial Era Postcards, The Environs Collection. URL: http://www.nevsky-
prospekt.com/postcards/environs.html.

 

Conclusions

This  research  had  a  double  objective:  on  one  hand  it  aimed  at  demonstrating  the

effectiveness of Eldem’s network of correspondents in order to study the spread of a

building type so essential in the construction of the domestic housing culture across East

and West. Eldem’s intuitions, so far-sighted and yet so timely, broadened the concept of

the Turkish-Ottoman house. 

By analyzing the buildings located throughout far-flung locations,  one can grasp the

transmission of the culture of lived space. The functionality of the house, the common

areas, and the ways of life are so intimately bound together with human existence that

people never renounced carrying this concept with them. 

Therefore, it is possible to affirm that, firstly, the concept of architectural “type” can be

transient, re-inventing itself as a consequence of the cross-cultural exchange of peoples

and places; and, second, that these historical buildings took on a number of distinct forms

in different countries, adapting them to a variety of climatic, topographical, and cultural

elements.

In reading the papers of Eldem's correspondents, and by analyzing his case-studies, it is

curious that throughout such a vast geographical area more or less the same terminology,

with slight linguistic variations, is used: sofa, hayat, çardak, divanhane, şahnişin, taşlik,

minsofa,  and many other terms. These tell us of a type of house where well-being, the

quality  of  the spaces,  and the beauty that  derives  from them,  are  its  most  intrinsic

characteristics.

In this  light,  it  is  believed that  a revision is  needed regarding varied typologies and

cultures that, in effect, have contributed to the construction of lived spaces, both in the
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Mediterranean and in the nearby Orient. In this respect, the studies of Sedad Eldem, just

like an imaginary architectural portolano, could be the thread that connects this vast

research.

The  other  aspect  that  this  study  has  attempted  to  bring  to  the  surface  that  which

becomes evident in reading the letters of Sedad Eldem: that knowing his interlocutors,

knowing what he studied, and what books were in his library, one is able to understand

him not only as the spokesman for national Turkish architecture but also as a refined

intellectual  with  vast  interests  that  had  ties  with  many  prestigious  institutions  and

famous architects all over the world.105 

Eldem’s focus on the Turkish House was not limited to the search for a national identity;

he was aiming at redefining the geographical boundaries of this building type, as well as

the range of its possible variations. His main objective on this topic was to expand his

knowledge on a theme which, as he wrote: “a continué à me hanter (that continues to

haunt me)”.106
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ABSTRACTS

This  is  the  first  study  that  takes  into  consideration  part  of  the  vast  and  unexplored

correspondence of Turkish architect Sedad Hakkı Eldem. In particular, it analyzes the portion of

the  accessible  letters  of  Eldem  which  focus  on  the  geographical  extension  of  the  Ottoman-

Turkish house. The rediscovery of vernacular architecture had an essential role during the

formation of national identity in Turkey, and this phenomenon was not an isolated case in the

panorama of modern architecture in the Mediterranean. Sedad Hakkı Eldem's letters show that

he had established a network of correspondents from all over the former Ottoman world, who
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were investigating the range and breadth of the so-called Ottoman-Turkish House. These letters

take  their  reader  on  a  path  through  the  experiences  of  a  lifetime,  highlighting  Eldem's

professional relationships and theories and his deepest architectural  passions,  and offering a

more  personal  point  of  view  than  the  conventional  iconographic  portrayal  of  the  “State

Architect”.

Cet article présente une recherche inédite basée sur l'étude de la très vaste correspondance de

l’architecte  turque  Sedad  Hakkı  Eldem.  Il  propose  une  analyse  de  la  part  de  la  production

épistolaire de l'architecte turque qui  porte sur l’extension géographique de la  maison turco-

ottomane.  La  redécouverte  de  l’architecture  traditionnelle  a  joué un rôle  primordial  dans  la

formation en Turquie d’une identité nationale, phénomène qui se retrouve également dans les

pays du bassin méditerranéen voisins. Les lettres de Sedad Hakkı Eldem permettent d'établir un

réseau de correspondants, venant de tout le monde ottoman, qui enquêtaient sur l’étendue et la

diversité des maisons dites turco-ottomanes. Elles offrent également un panorama des relations

professionnelles de Eldem, de ses théories ainsi que de ses passions architecturales, donnant ainsi

un aperçu plus personnel de cet architecte surtout connu comme l’« architecte d’État ».

Diese Studie berücksichtigt erstmals einen Teil der umfassenden, bislang nicht ausgewerteten

Korrespondenz des türkischen Architekten Sedad Hakkı Eldem. Sie untersucht insbesondere den

Anteil  der  zugänglichen  Briefe  Eldems,  in  dem  es  um  die  geografische  Verbreitung  des

osmanisch-türkischen Hauses geht. Die Wiederentdeckung der traditionellen Architektur spielte

in der Türkei  eine wesentliche Rolle  bei  der Herausbildung ihrer nationalen Identität,  wobei

dieses Phänomen im Zusammenhang mit der modernen Architektur des Mittelmeerraums keinen

Einzelfall darstellt. Sedad Hakkı Eldems Briefe verdeutlichen, dass er in der gesamten früheren

osmanischen Welt ein Netzwerk von Briefpartnern unterhielt, die sich mit der Bandbreite und

Bedeutung des sogenannten osmanisch-türkischen Hauses befassten. Diese Briefe nehmen den

Leser mit auf eine Reise durch die Erfahrungen eines ganzen Lebens, fördern Eldems berufliche

Beziehungen, Theorien und ureigenste architektonische Leidenschaften zutage und vermitteln

einen  persönlicheren  Einblick  als  das  für  gewöhnlich  mit  Eldem  verbundene  Bild  des

„Staatsarchitekten“.

Este  artículo  presenta  una  investigación  inédita  basada  en  el  estudio  de  la  amplia

correspondencia  del  arquitecto  turco  Sedad  Hakkı  Eldem.  Se  propone  aquí  un  análisis  de  la

producción epistolar del arquitecto turco que trata sobre la extensión geográfica de la casa turco

otomana.  En  Turquía,  el  redescubrimiento  de  la  arquitectura  tradicional  jugó  un  papel

primordial en la formación de una identidad nacional, fenómeno que se produjo igualmente en

los países vecinos de la cuenca mediterránea. Las cartas de Sedad Hakkı Eldem permiten conocer

una red de corresponsales, provenientes de todo el mundo otomano, que investigaban sobre la

extensión  y  la  diversidad  de  la  llamada  casa  turco-otomana.  Ofrece  igualmente  esta

correspondencia un panorama de las relaciones profesionales de Eldem y de sus teorías, así como

de sus  pasiones  arquitectónicas,  proporcionando una  visión  más  personal  de este  arquitecto

conocido sobre todo como el “arquitecto del Estado”.

Per la prima volta, questo studio prende in considerazione una parte della ricca e inesplorata

corrispondenza dell’architetto turco Sedad Hakkı Eldem, analizzando in particolare, tra le lettere

disponibili  di  Eldem,  quelle  che  si  concentrano  sull’estensione  geografica  della  casa  turco-

ottomana. La riscoperta dell’architettura vernacolare aveva giocato un ruolo essenziale durante

la formazione dell’identità nazionale turca e non si tratta di un fenomeno isolato nel panorama

dell’architettura moderna nel Mediterraneo. Le lettere di Sedad Hakkı Eldem's svelano una rete

di corrispondenti sparsi su quello che era stato il mondo ottomano, incaricati di investigare la

diffusione e la portata della cosiddetta casa turco-ottomana. Le lettere tracciano il percorso di
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una vita di esperienze e lasciano trasparire le relazioni e le teorie professionali di Eldem e le sue

più  profonde  passioni  architettoniche,  offrendo  tra  l’altro  un  punto  di  vista  più  personale

rispetto all’iconografia tradizionale dell’ ”architetto di stato”.
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