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Introduction 

In this presentation, the focus of analysis is the historiographical approach of Celal Esad 
Arseven, who is a Turkish art historian. Celal Esad was born in 1875; he was from an 
upper-bureaucrat family background of the late Ottoman period – his father was the 
Sadrazam Ahmet Esad Pa� a. Celal Esad was educated in the modernizing schools of the 
nineteenth century, and had the chance to travel to Europe many times and get informed 
about the contemporary developments abroad. Grown up as a late Ottoman intellectual, 
he was interested in the arts from his youth onwards. He studied for some time at the 
School of Fine Arts, but then he was graduated from the Military School. Yet, he chose to 
work first at the Municipality, and then, after the foundation of the Turkish Republic, as a 
professor of architectural history and urbanism at the School of Fine Arts. He was also a 
member of the parliament during the 1940s. 

Artistic and architectural publications were still rare in Turkey during the late Ottoman 
and the early Republican periods, that is the couple of decades at the beginning of the 
twentieth century that witnessed the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire at the end of the 
First World War and the consequent foundation of the Turkish Republic in 1923. In such 
a context, Celal Esad published books on many kinds of arts and humanities from 
painting to literature, from theatre to cinema, to architecture and urbanism. In this 
presentation, I will examine two of his important works, Türk Sanat� (Turkish Art) that 
was published in 1928, and Yeni Mimari (The New Architecture) in 1931.1  

His work on “Turkish art” is accepted as “the first step to teach in Turkey and abroad that 
there exists a distinct art of the Turks.”2 His work on “the new architecture”, on the other 
hand, was the first book published in Turkey on contemporary architectural practice, 
through which architects initially became familiarized with “modern architecture” as the 
book aimed to guide them towards “the proper way for the development of Turkish 
architecture”.3  

In this presentation, I will focus on these two books by Celal Esad, and try to analyze his 
approach to traditional architecture and contemporary architectural production, i.e. Celal 
Esad’s history of architecture between the past and the present. The aim here is to discuss 
how Celal Esad’s definition of a “new” architecture for the newly founded Turkish 
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Republic was in fact closely related with his interpretation of the history of Turkey. 
Hence, my aim is to examine Celal Esad’s historiography as exemplary of the approach 
that defines architectural production by referring to the dichotomous concepts of 
“national/international”, “traditional/modern”, and “east/west”. 

The “International” and the “Modern” 

The title page of Celal Esad’s Yeni Mimari stated that it was written by adopting the 
French architect André Lurçat’s book about the contemporary architecture. Although the 
full reference was not given, the book under concern was Architecture4 that had been 
published in 1929, two years before Celal Esad’s book. Lurçat’s book explains the 
contemporary developments in European architecture starting from the Weissenhof 
Siedlung of 1927 and the CIAM Declaration of 1928. It also describes the changing 
techniques and the related new architectural elements used by the new movement that 
defined a “program”, a proposal for the future of architecture.5 Hence, it seems an 
appropriate choice for Celal Esad to base his own book on Lurçat’s because he asserted 
that his goal in writing the book was to provide Turkish architects with “the 
understanding of the aim towards which architecture all over the world [was] directed 
today as a result of the new developments of the century.”6 Similarly, Mimar-Arkitekt, the 
only contemporary architectural periodical in Turkey, published the review of Celal 
Esad’s book and stated that it was worthy of recommendation because it would help 
overcome the general unfamiliarity in Turkey with contemporary architectural 
movements.7 

The book was published a couple of years after the foundation of the Turkish Republic in 
1923 that represented the attempt to transform and reconstruct the society in order to 
create a new, modern and “civilized nation”. As the state identified civilization with the 
“West”, the aim was to found in Turkey a westernized system, i.e. the reference for 
changes in Turkey was the “West” that mainly meant Europe at the time. Introducing to 
Turkey the contemporary modernist tendencies in architecture mainly as it developed in 
the European context, the book’s approach was in accord with the modernization 
attempts of the new Turkish Republic. 

It is clear that the new approach “did inspire a great many people –mostly writers, 
teachers, doctors and other professionals, and students” from towns and cities where the 
reforms were mostly rooted.8 Architects naturally belonged to this group of intellectuals. 
Hence, contemporary architects believed in the “Turkish Revolution”, and wanted to 
fulfill its aspirations in terms of architecture. The aim of the new state was to make 
Turkey as “civilized” as (and as similar to) contemporary “western” countries in order to 
be inter-nationally recognized. Similarly, the aim of creating “the architecture of Turkey” 
was accepted as dependent on making it “international” by applying contemporary 
“Western architecture” as representative of the “modern” and contemporary. This is why 
architecture developed in western countries at that time became a reference point for 
architectural production in Turkey. 

“We need an artistic mobilization”, wrote two architects, and continued by referring to 
the reforms in other fields: “We need an artistic mobilization for a new architecture, for 
the new Turkish architecture, like new letters, new language, and new history.”9 As 
Dennis Doordan writes in the account of the twentieth century architecture, during the 
1920s, “Across Europe, “new” became one of the sacred words of progressive design 
criticism, expressed in terms of l’esprit nouveau, lo spirito nuovo, nieuwe bouwen, das 
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neue Sachlichkeit, or the New Functionalism.”10 In her introduction to Modern 
Functional Building by Adolf Behne, Rosemarie Haag Bletter explains that the term 
“new” was mostly preferred by Germans at the time to imply “change and the 
progressivism associated with the new movement more clearly.”11 Similarly in Turkey, 
the idea of creating the “architecture of the revolution” was based on the contemporary 
perception of a duality between the new and the old, and the architects sought for “a new 
architecture”, as Celal Esad called the book that he published.  

During the early Republican period, besides the contemporary architectural magazine 
Arkitekt, it was through Celal Esad’s book Yeni Mimari that architects in Turkey became 
familiarized with “modern architecture” in terms of its elements like flat roofs, pilotis, 
ribbon windows, colors, rounded corners, corner windows and towers, and in terms of its 
construction techniques like the use of reinforced concrete. These publications became 
the media to introduce to Turkey recent developments in “modern architecture”, 
especially in European countries. In Mimar-Arkitekt, projects from other countries were 
published throughout the 1930s. Photographs of buildings by prominent architects of the 
period from various countries including Le Corbusier, Walter Gropius, Ernst May, Mies 
van der Rohe, Gerrit Rietveld, Jacobus Johannes Pieter Oud, or Willem Marinus Dudok 
were published as representative of the “new” and the “modern” in architecture. There 
also existed a news section in each issue where architectural news from other countries, 
such as announcements of competitions and recent architectural publications, were also 
included. Moreover, translations of articles by various European architects like Le 
Corbusier as well as Lurçat or Adolf Behne were published in Mimar-Arkitekt. In 1931, 
for example, a few months before Celal Esad published the book, extracts from Lurçat’s 
book had been published in two issues12 by another Turkish architect, Samih Saim, who 
was working at the Municipality of Istanbul at the time and who had also translated 
extracts from Le Corbusier for earlier issues of the journal.13  

As exemplified by the wide range of modernist cases published in Arkitekt, for the case of 
early Republican Turkey, the “new” seems to have referred to contemporary western 
architectural developments in general, without specifying any one of the different sets of 
modernist beliefs and practices expressed and realized in Europe during the inter-war 
period. The case of Celal Esad himself is also exemplary here: He was familiar with art 
and architectural literature in German as well as French, and translated books not only 
from French but also from German, like � ehir Mimarl�� � (Architecture of the City) that 
he published in 1926 as a translation of Camillo Sitte’s work.  

Celal Esad’s book Yeni Mimari was instrumental in the approval of the “modern” in 
Turkey. As almost a one-to-one translation of Lurçat’s Architecture, Celal Esad’s edition 
discusses the contemporary approach of the European modern movement as explained by 
Lurçat, although he sometimes summarizes the arguments by omitting some parts and 
illustrations of the original text. On the other hand, he also adds information about the 
change towards the new in architecture in Turkey. He introduces the part on Turkey as 
follows: “It is a pleasure that the new architecture that we explain to have spread all over 
the world has also arrived in our country.”14 Then Celal Esad continues by explaining 
new architectural developments in Turkey such as the transformation in architectural 
education, and the new legislations about practicing architecture. He also includes 
illustrations of contemporary buildings that exemplify the existence of the “modern 
architecture” in Turkey and in order to justify the relevance of the European case in the 
country. 
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It is worth noting here that Arkitekt published the Review of Celal Esad’s book, 
criticizing him for not including projects by Turkish architects as exemplary of the new 
trends in architecture: “Unfortunately, the examples that he gives for the new movements 
in architecture are not those of the works of Turkish architects. We then understand that, 
as many other intellectuals in our country, he also believes that there is not a talented 
group of Turkish architects. This is what seriously disappoints us, the young architects.”15 
Illustrations that Celal Esad included in order to exemplify the contemporary architecture 
in Turkey were those of buildings by the Swiss architect Ernst Egli, who worked in 
Turkey from 1927 until 1940.16 The inclusion of Egli’s works in the book by Celal Esad 
was in line with Celal Esad’s assertion that Turkish architects should initially be trained 
about the new architectural understanding so as to rival their European colleagues; and 
his stated goal in writing the book was to provide such an understanding.17 

The “National” and the “Traditional” 

Despite the openly modernist approach of Celal Esad in Yeni Mimari that aimed to spread 
the European effect on contemporary architectural production in Turkey, his work on the 
history of art and architecture of the country present quite an opposite point of view. In order 
to better understand his understanding, I will try to analyze the approach in his Türk Sanat�. 
In this book, Celal Esad provides a periodical categorization of the historical development of 
what he defines as the “Turkish art and architecture”. His periodical categorization of 
architecture of the Ottoman Empire that is based on stylistic definitions has been effective 
on the consequent works of historians in Turkey. Starting with the “Bursa style” in the very 
early period of the Ottoman reign in the fourteenth century, Celal Esad defines a “classical 
period” for the Ottoman architecture in the sixteenth century. This “golden age” that is 
accepted to have reached its climax in the work of the architect Sinan18 that was highly 
appreciated and seen as continuing the traditional characteristics of the Turkish architecture.  

Celal Esad states that, even “during the seventeenth century, �stanbul was independent from 
the effect of contemporary renaissance movement in Europe and art in Turkey was not 
under foreign effects yet.” However, from the early eighteenth century onwards, Celal Esad 
says, the Ottomans began to develop closer relations with European countries, and 
consequently “the Turkish art began to be effected from foreign art from then onwards,” and 
then the Baroque and neo-classical Empire styles were also used in the Ottoman Empire as 
in Europe.19 

What I want to emphasize at this point is Celal Esad’s interpretation of the European effect 
on Ottoman architecture. Celal Esad writes that, in the middle of the nineteenth century, “the 
art of architecture [in the empire] was in the state of a total ruin. Greek and Armenian 
architects, who were favored then, used to design buildings that were awkward, and totally 
alien to the Turkish art.” He thinks that these buildings were indeed without any style and 
taste, as they were designed as “a mixture of Gothic and Baroque styles” with Corinthian 
columns added.20 We can see that, in contrast to his approach in Yeni Mimari, the approach 
in Türk Sanat� is very much critical of the European effect by accepting that Ottoman 
architecture, once glorious in its classical period, degenerated only when “western-
European” effect changed it from the eighteenth century onwards, and especially during the 
nineteenth century.21 

In Celal Esad’s words, during this period, the national character of Turkish art changed for 
the worse and under the effect of European art. It becomes clear in this statement that the 
underlying assumption here is the existence of a pure and uncontaminated “national” art of 
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the Turks; and in fact this was what Celal Esad struggled hard to prove in his works on 
history of art and architecture. As seen in the very first sentence of his book Türk Sanat�, 
Celal Esad’s effort was to show that the “Turkish art” existed, and that it had preserved its 
original character in time.22 It was only degenerated under the influence of European art in 
the late Ottoman period – which could easily be related to the dissolution of the Empire 
itself.  

Celal Esad attempted to show that the Turkish art existed, and not just as a school under the 
Islamic art. In fact, we see in Celal Esad’s works the struggle of a non-western intellectual 
against the prejudices of the West towards the arts produced in other places. He mentions 
that, when he first used the term “Turkish art” in a book that he published in 1909 on 
architectural history of Istanbul, some European critics reacted to such a usage. He argued 
that Europeans were against the idea that there was a distinct Turkish art. As an example, 
Celal Esad quotes from Violet Le Duc, who wrote as follows in his introduction to Parville’s 
work on Turkish architecture in Bursa. Le Duc asks: “Is there a Turkish art? … The 
argument that Turks created a regional art of their own seems very hard to prove. I find 
Arabic, Iranian, even Indian influences in all these works; but where is the Turk then?”23  

Arguing for the existence of a unique art of the Turks, Celal Esad was in fact criticizing the 
approach that we call as orientalist since Said. Celal Esad attempted to prove the existence 
of differences among the various artistic and architectural products of countries such as 
Turkey, Iran or Arabic lands that had hitherto been accepted as similar under the unique 
label of the “Islamic art”. Nonetheless, we should also note that his critique against 
orientalist understandings was overshadowed by his nationalist approach: In defending the 
existence of the “Turkish art”, he asserted pejorative comments about the arts of other 
nations, and tried to differentiate the “harmonious” and “simple” art of the Turks from the 
“extremely luxurious” Arabic art, or the Iranian art that was “overloaded with decorative 
fantasies”.24  

The “Modern National” 

More significant for the purposes of this presentation is how Celal Esad brought the “new 
architecture” together with a “Turkish architecture”, that is how he brought his nationalist 
approach in line with his aim of modernization, i.e. westernization. 

Celal Esad, as other contemporary intellectuals and professionals in Turkey, defended 
modernization in contemporary art and architecture while also criticizing the “foreign-
western” effects on the “traditional” and “national” characteristics during the late 
Ottoman period. The problem here was to overcome the supposed binary opposition 
between the “modern” and the “traditional,” and to undo the “foreignness” of the 
“modern” by making it appropriate to the “national” context.  

The contemporary discourse tried to solve the problem by emphasizing the relation of the 
new with the old. Hence, the solution was presented in the aim to create a “modern and 
national” architecture. The aim here was to formulate an “identity” for the new state and 
its culture in-between the two-poles of conventional rigid dichotomies, as not only rooted 
in traditions of the country but also in line with the universalizing approach of the modern 
“Western civilization”. 

In order to formulate a “national architecture” that would reconcile “western” - i.e., 
“modern” - architectural qualities with historical qualities of Turkish architecture, one of the 
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theses proposed by contemporary architects was that traditional characteristics of Turkish 
architecture were similar to those of contemporary architecture in Europe. The argument 
here was that “modernism” was “a rational and functionalist understanding”, and it asked for 
“simplicity” as against decoration. Then, the argument goes, this “modernist” understanding 
was “pioneered by and originated in” traditional Turkish architecture.25 Consequently, 
Turkish architects could accept modernism as their own without being taken as mere 
imitators. 

Celal Esad was one of the most important supporters of such an argument. As I have 
already mentioned, in his book Türk Sanat�, he tried to provide a basis for the argument 
by defining the “Turkish art” with reference to “the simplicity in composition”, 
“harmony”, and “rationalism that keeps it away from exaggeration”, all in line with the 
definition of contemporary modernism in architecture. Similarly, Celal Esad’s adoption 
of the French architect Lurçat’s work in his book Yeni Mimari can also be examined as 
exemplary of such an attempt to reconcile the “national” with the “international modern”: 
Here, in order to validate the “modern” movement for the local audience in Turkey, Celal 
Esad wrote that “the Turkish architecture attracts the most attention among those of all 
other nations by having been the most rational and hence appropriate to contemporary 
architecture. That is why the new architecture is not unfamiliar to us.”26 Or, while 
explaining the use of pilotis as one of the new elements of architecture, for example, he 
wrote that “constructing buildings on columns … was a method applied in traditional 
Turkish architecture.”27 By such remarks added here and there in Lurçat’s text, Celal 
Esad tried to mediate between “past” and “future”, and “traditional” and “modern”, 
whereby a relation was formulated between the new architecture and the architectural 
history of Turkey.28 

While Celal Esad’s Türk Sanat� aimed to provide the historical basis for a “national” 
architecture for the Turks, his Yeni Mimari was a hitherto overlooked case about the 
worldwide spread of the contemporary modernist thought and practice. Celal Esad’s 
oeuvre shows that the support for the “international” and “modern” architecture in 
Turkey did not contradict the nationalist understanding of the period: On the contrary, the 
definition of a “new” architecture for the new Turkish Republic was in fact closely 
related with the interpretation of the history of Turkey. Contemporary nationalism had 
double faces that turned both towards the past and the future, trying to provide a link 
between the “traditional” and the “modern” in order to create a “national” identity that 
would be inter-nationally recognized. Hence, the case of Celal Esad once again reminds us 
the limits of writing architectural history by taking the concepts of 
“national/international”, “traditional/modern”, and “east/west” as dichotomous 
categories. 
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Figure 1. Yeni Mimari, book cover 
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Figure 2. Türk Sanat�, book cover 
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Figure 3. A page from Türk Sanat�. 
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