
 1 

International Congress of Aesthetics 2007 
“Aesthetics Bridging Cultures” 

Bruno Taut in exile (1933-1938): the other 
Modernity 

Paola Ardizzola, Ph.D. - free-lance art and 
architecture critic, Italy  

Keywords: tradition/modernity, East/West, utopian concepts/architectural achievements  

 
 Bruno Taut’s architecture loves  
the sky more than the earth. 
A. Behne, Bruno Taut in “Neue 
Blätter f� r Kunst und Dichtung“ 
2, 1919/20 

1. Bruno Taut’s work abroad. The approach to Turkis h architectural culture, 
in reference to his German training, starting with his writings 

When Bruno Taut had to leave Berlin and live far away from Germany, unlike his eminent 
colleagues his choice always fell on countries to the East of the consolidated European 
western culture: in 1933 it was Russia, from 1933 to 1936, Japan and finally from 1936 to 
1938, Turkey. The travel destinations had never been chosen by chance: in part due to fate, 
in part they were searched for pursuing those aims that in the Alpine Architektur and 
Fr� hlicht years (1919-1922) had been inward aims, searching for purity and 
experimentation. Since the first years of the 20’, the architect had confidence in Russia as 
homeland of the "new dwelling"; his faith in a country considered repository of the 
authentic popular culture made him say: «Compared with the simple life that we the gray 
Europeans look at with a compassion smile – Yes yes, it’s Asia, it’s barbarism – the 
coldness of our mockery smile perhaps will leave the place to the brightness of an 
affectionate understanding and perhaps even to the regret for that cultural dimension that we 
have lost, to the sadness for the malformation of the emotional life of the European, that in 
its insane run after comfort and a regulated way of life has strayed too much from the 
original condition».1 This essay is meant to analyze the work carried out by Taut in Turkey, 
his adopted land where the architect mainly had a way to experience those concepts of 
architecture applicable to the collective spaces, which was his predominant thought since 
the years in Berlin, as spaces for culture and schools. Among the most important 
prerogatives we find in Bruno Taut’s work, the pedagogical purpose appears as having 
priority not only in the building projects, but also in the divulgation of several texts of 
architecture, besides of course the didactic practice in the quality of professor to the 
University of Berlin and to the one of Istanbul. 

The role of primary importance that Taut attributed to the buildings assigned to the training 
of the individual and as a rule to culture, is declared in the ideal of the city that the architect 
supported, which had the sublime statement in the Stadtkrone, and where he considered the 
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main buildings, assigned to art and culture, placed in the centre of the urban city system. In 
order to exemplify his aims, Taut publishes numerous examples of eastern architectures, 
commenting on the simplicity and on the functionality as new values to assume in modern 
architectural planning: «Neither the eastern house nor the Japanese one know the division 
between living room and bedroom (...) These spaces were covered from vaulted ceilings 
rigorously architectonic and constructive, but fitted out with a such fineness, than in any 
case they represent something different from the so-called ‘comfortable’ spaces. (...) Still 
today in the Ottoman houses of the Balkans we can find a diffused use of big built-in 
cupboards».2 The statement make us realize that Taut is searching an ideal model of a house 
that assumes reproducible connotations; in the “oriental” he looks for the base proposition 
that justifies essentiality and functionalism. Also in 1935-36, in exile in Japan, he will write 
pages on Japanese culture of hebitation which emphasizes those concepts that in 1938, in 
the architecture compendium Mimari Bilgisi he will call "Proportion" which, according to 
him, is composed of balance between beauty, which is simplicity for Taut: he calls these 
"Legible" and “Function”. The pavilion of the Ministry of Culture, realized by Taut for the 
International Fair of Izmir in 1938, with the collaboration of H. Grimm and F. Hillinger, 
gives evidence of this poetics. 

 

Figure 1. B. Taut, The pavilion of the Ministry of Culture for the International Fair, Izmir, 1938 

The project is the only one in Turkey evidently connected to the architectural conceptions of 
expressionism, developed by the architect during the years 1910-20. The building, based 
upon pure geometries, is perfectly symmetrical in plan as in front elevation, and shows 
"terraced bodies" that culminate in the central space, which is the most raised, and where 
the entrance to the pavilion is opened. Using glass as symbol of sincerity, transparency and 
cleanness, Taut places immense glasses on the entire surfaces of the building which, by a 
dialogue with the great water mirror in front of the main hall, offered, above all during night 
time with the lights on, a perfect paradigm of the relationship light-glass, symbol of purity 
and transparency. As the Glass Pavilion in Köln of 1914, this one also shows a high base, 
symbol of "material", of the tie with the earth, over which daring glasses hover, being the 
symbol of the "spiritual", of the dash of the individual holding back romantic connotations. 
Also in the Izmir pavilion the impulse towards the height, the verticality, the "pyramid in 
expansion" refer to concepts of expressionism, fundamentals of the ideology that was the 
basis of Taut’s architectonical work, according to the idea of the architect who always tried 
to put into effect the realization of spaces where the single individual could live a more 
elevated dimension. «In the ‘houses of the heaven’, in the ‘sanctuaries of the ardent people’ 
and in the ‘large churches’ that he proposed, in the absorbed quietness of the halls crossed 
by beams of light, man carries his feelings to the harmony and the greatness of the universe 
(...). As place of meditation, as emptiness that (according to the words of the mystics) 
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produces fullness, it crowns the city, it constitutes the crown of the Crown of the city. If the 
birth of the new man will never be able to succeed happily, this will happen in this sacred 
place».3 With the culture pavilion in Izmir Taut once again makes manifest that principle 
which refers to the idea of architecture as means of renewed consciousness and social 
elevation that, as subtle and incorruptible fil rouge, has gone through all the stages of his 
intense work. 

2. Reconciliation of two different architectural an d aesthetics cultures (East 
and West) in Taut’s projects realized in Turkey: the  Letters and Geography 
Faculty in Ankara and other buildings for education  and culture, his own 
house by the Bosphorus in Istanbul 

A month after his arrival in Turkey, in his capacity as head architect of the Government 
Construction Office of the Education Ministry, Taut received as first assignment the 
planning of the building for the university in Ankara, the first university centre in the 
capital, representative of the new Turkish culture. Taut worked on this plan with passion 
and enthusiasm, as it turns out from a letter written to Isaburo Ueno, friend and colleague in 
Japan: «I have begun to build a great building for the Ankara University. As centre of 
Letters and Geography Faculty, it will become a focal place of the modern Turkish culture. 
For this reason, they have placed excellent stone and top quality materials at my disposal for 
the building. But what makes me really happy is that I enjoy complete artistic freedom».4 
The building, still prevailing upon the city scale by its dimensions, presents peculiarities 
that make the monumental impact lighter, which is an outcome mainly of the architectonic 
concepts that can be observed in the German plans, but mediated by the influence of 
Japanese culture and by the tribute to the Ottoman building tradition, this last one especially 
in the details. The long main body is closed on both sides by two cross blocks on head, 
contrivance used for several Siedlungen in Berlin, whereas the entrance is placed to 
approximately 2/3 of the entire facade. The proportion that arises from the strong 
asymmetry of the structure, legible above all over the facade, for K. Junghanns, is due to a 
“revised old Byzantine shape”; on this subject it’s interesting to quote the witness of one of 
Taut’s students, who asserts that «when Taut prepared the plan for the Geography Faculty, I 
was working in his office. He wanted to draw his inspiration from Turkish architecture and 
to understand its roots related to his research about the golden section. The facade was 
prepared in tune with this intent. I guess among foreign architects Taut was the one who 
obtained more success and the only one having the best intentions».5 

 

Figure 2. Bruno Taut, Letters and Geography Faculty, Ankara, 1937; main facade (drawing by 
the author) 

Taut doesn’t use Geometry as a mere layout of the drawing according to combinations of 
recognizable geometric shapes, but as implied and invisible geometry, that settles the 
patterns’ disposition and fixes the proportions among the parts. By the reconstructed 
graphical restitution, effectively the golden ratio turns out in correspondence of the main 
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stairway of access, evidence of the fact that the architect entrusted himself to a classic canon 
in order to obtain a proportional perception of the long west façade. Its impending mass is 
firstly broken off by the southern double height body in head, that inside corresponds to the 
conference hall, but especially by the episode-entrance, which looks like the entrance to a 
"Shintoist temple". Over the stairway-stylobate a column is risen; it supports the wide 
roofing with its profile " as Samurai sabre" covered of copper plates, characteristic pattern 
of the mosques domes, whereas the edges of the two bodies define the included space, that 
is the lobby, bend following a sweet beam of curving, emphasizing in this way the hall.  

 

Figure 3. Bruno Taut, Letters and Geography Faculty, Ankara, 1937; ground floor: checking of 
the golden section (drawing of the author) 

In Berlin Taut had often used the contrivance of the curved wall in correspondence with the 
corner; for instance in 1927 in the palace of the Deutschen Gesamtverband. The rounded 
corner, main theme of several expressionist architects, is used here with a different 
meaning: it isn’t the building head, and has been doubled in order to define a space which 
still doesn’t lead to the main hall, but to an entrance with several features. First of all it’s a 
crossing connecting space between the main front and the east one, which can be reached by 
a double stairway, opening on a small park. Its functionalist trait asserts itself as a main 
point approaching various rooms: the hall, the offices, the archives, the front desk. But the 
functionalist value is a pretext in order to assert a space conception that is surely learned by 
Taut from the lesson of Sinan, who built the great Ottoman mosques during the XVI 
century: they don’t have a main entrance to reach the grand prayer hall and from the outside 
they appear nearly like impregnable fortresses, and only taking an almost hidden passage, 
it’s possible to enter into the magnificence of the enormous domed spaces, whose 
complexity can be perceived only through movement; a perception that implies the presence 
of man as completion of the architectural space. This attribute, searched by many masters of 
Modern Movement, is celebrated by Taut in the shade of the Ottoman tradition, when he 
refuses to give an immediate and total perception, denying the directed show of the 
architectural organism that reveals itself only in movement. The unification dimension of 
the western perspectival look is opposed to the plurality of the points of view, characteristic 
of Ottoman figurative and settled culture, that implies a viewer in motion, free to discover 
the space through time. Avoiding the directed entrance in the main hall, Taut searches a 
sense of astonishment, so that by a side door to the entrance hall-corridor, which is a glass 
door with two pillars on both sides entirely covered of thin and extremely refined turquoise 
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majolica, one approaches an unexpected disarming space, an absolute temple of civil 
society. As the mosque was anciently the place in which all the activities of the traditional 
Muslim society were carried out, the big hall of the Faculty of Letters is the crucial point 
that stigmatizes the function of collective building fit for containing the highest activities of 
men. Talking about the mosque, in the chapter Construction of the book written in Turkey 
Taut asserts: «The Turkish mosque is a masterpiece of the art of constructing. The 
tranquillity that the mosque offers to our soul is not the effect of the religious spirituality, 
but of the artistic spirit that appeals to our sense of proportion».6 The building’s evident 
German characters are recognizable in the functionality of the structure: the rational 
distribution of spaces; the staircases, with the accurate study of the handrails and the 
banisters; the stairs spaces immediately identifiable on the east front, because of the 
projecting or connecting of the two offset building volumes, by their placement to solve 
corner solutions, or by the different treatment of the glass surfaces (as it always happens in 
the Taut Siedlungen). Moreover the staircases, differentiated for morphology but with the 
partiality to end as a cascade, follows a pattern learned by Taut in the first years of his 
work; the wooden ceiling refers to his early work as well. The symbolism of light, 
strengthened by the wide glasses of the hall that put in relation the inside in a directed 
dialogue with the outside, was joined in the original Taut conception to the symbolism of 
water thanks to a fountain, unfortunately unrealized, placed inside to evoke that 
fundamental component of which no one mosque is unprovided with: water as symbol of 
renewal; water and light as exercise of the senses that transform the space in infinite 
combinations of movement. The spiral staircases that wrap up on the curved wall, lead with 
discretion to the conference gallery giving the observer, in the getting off point, a perception 
of the space absolutely unexpected. The handrail of the same staircase, that ends in a spiral, 
is once again a symbolic citation and a homage to oriental thought: the spiral was already 
important in the Hittite culture; it symbolizes the flow of the time, endless line which 
incessantly links the two extremities of becoming, contrasting to the finalist vision of 
Western civilization; it is the symbol of the city of Ankara.  

But the architectonic metaphor of Taut doesn’t stop here: he surely knows the importance of 
the number seven for eastern culture,7 therefore the pillars of the hall are seven, covered of 
pure white stone, contained in the space covered by the wooden ceiling. Taut had already 
interpreted the symbology of this number many years before, in 1919, designing the House 
of the sky in his book Die Stadtkrone, as symbol of the collective building in which, as 
Portoghesi emphasizes: «The oriental constituent expresses itself also in the importance 
given to number seven; in the House of the sky the shape, generated from a polar symmetry 
of seven sides, gives place to a polygon that has never entered in the history of architecture 
(...). The polygon with seven sides has been nearly always refused, if not in some literary 
variations».8 The resumption of characters of the local constructive tradition is viewable 
also in the treatment of the external surfaces where the main façade is covered with the 
typical brown-pink Ankara stone. Used in various dimensions, it quickens or slackens the 
rhythm of the front. Also the curved entrance walls are covered with mild ochre stone; Taut 
emphasizes the shape covering them of smooth stone with quite seven different cuts that, 
fitting like a puzzle, generates a very refined weft. In correspondence of the northern body, 
that rises on the natural earth bank, the stone is spaced out by brick lines, as on the walls of 
the conference hall, a recurrent pattern in the Ottoman building technique. Here the theme 
of the glasses subdivided in a stone reticulum is used as diaphram between inside and 
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outside while upstairs, proposed in wood, it divides the professors’ offices from the 
classrooms, recalling also the memory of the Ottoman screen that always defines a more 
secluded place. The same refined pattern is used inside the conference hall, on the wood 
protection screen of the radiators. The extreme care of the details is revealed also in the 
plasticity of the pillars that have rounded edges, and in their connection with the ceiling, in 
the elegant design of the lamps, in the small foyer in front of the conference hall which has 
a height gap. This gap is filled by three steps which produce an identifiable rectangle thanks 
to Taut’s choice, to use three different types of marble. 

 

 Figure 4. Bruno Taut, Letters and Geography Faculty, Ankara, 1937; stairway of the main 
entrance hall (photo by the author) 

The quiet and chiaroscuro atmosphere of the foyer, obtained thanks to the wooden ceiling, 
to the indirect light, but above all to the forest of pillars, contrasts with the empty and 
luminous space of the hall. Perhaps the forest of pillars represents the inmost tie with the 
past, with the German Weltanschauung of romantic background: it’s the Gothic cathedral, 
meaning the metaphor of the natural surge, represented by the vertical development and 
filtered light, rich with shadows and contrasts, like the one of the forest. In one of the first 
writings, Taut asserts that «if we cannot reproduce the space image of the forest, it must 
drive us to evoke an effect of its splendour in our buildings».9 Back to the characters of 
recognizable German background, at the first floor the functionalism is mainly identifiable: 
the differentiation of the windows shows the different destination of the rooms; the 
assembly hall is supported by continuous beams in facing concrete and the floors are made 
of crushed stone cast, as other student rooms. The east front has evidently the character of 
neues bauen: simply plastered, it exhibits the differentiations of the staircase while the 
eaves beat the pace of the classrooms. The list of horizontal or vertical shutter windows is 
resumed from the typology used in Berlin whereas the ledge in conical section, denying the 
purity of the flat roof, emphasizes the belonging of the building to that place, which is also 
emphasized at the corner between the south and west facades: the brick lines and the 
Ankara stone indeed fold elegantly towards the south wall in order to cover it, meeting the 
coloured plaster. On the opposite side the architect proposes a volume removal in order to 
lighten the mass of the facade determining therefore the double height portico supported by 
four columns with an octagonal section, whose perception is filtered by the trees of the 
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facing park. By this analysis, we can assert that Taut was aware that modern architecture, 
far from outer forms, personal style, dogmas and schematism, found its quality in the 
comparison between tradition and industry, topography and materials, functionalism and 
community. The Faculty of Letters and Geography, for the modulation of material and light 
contrasts, for the accents of tone and language, for the dimensional and structural variations, 
for the nonchalance in planning solution, seems to be the searched synthesis of a slow 
architectural meditation. 

«Perhaps the most beautiful and undoubtedly most human construction built by Taut is just 
the little villa erected to the north of Galata, in the middle of a park situated on a steep 
slope, in a wonderful zone along the Bosphorus. (...) This small villa hanged up four high 
pillars evokes in the waved game of the roofs the rhythms of Japanese domestic 
architecture. Its red walls stand out of the green of nature; the living room is connected by 
an inner staircase to the turret-studio wrapped by a semi-hexagonal continuous window that 
coagulates all the panoramic guiding of the Bosphorus».10 This is how Taut’s house in 
Istanbul was described by Bruno Zevi, nowadays the only Italian historian to emphasize the 
importance of an architectonic season of the German master often omitted, intentionally 
perhaps for its strong heterodox component, nevertheless revealing of architectural traits, 
fruit of coherence and continuity. The building, planned in 1937 and realized in 1938 (year 
of Taut’s death), has a rectangular plan and only one floor; it stands on a hill facing the 
Bosphorus with an incredible daring projection, in fact only a fifth of the house lies on the 
rock while the remaining part is supported from two imposing reinforced concrete pillars. 
The living room, oriented to the south-east, looks over the sea and holds up the studio, with 
octagonal shape. An elegant semi-spiral staircase leads to the studio and the winding curve 
of the parapet remembers the staircase of the ships. The plan shows a rational distribution of 
the rooms, in tune with the flexibility of the possible functions; the dining room and the 
living room have comfortable built-in cupboards and the entrance to the service zones is 
distinguished from the main one.  

The double high living room refers to the climatologic conception of the architect according 
to the idea that it’s good to shield the intense light of the Mediterranean: for this reason, the 
same room has different typologies of windows, depending on their position, over or under 
the sunbreaker that runs on the entire building front.  

The roofing remembers the traditional Turkish roof in the shape of a pavilion and a 
Japanese line at the same time. Its external image refers to the simplicity and the 
morphology of the Japanese houses, for instance in the roof line defined by Taut "as sabre 
of Samurai", but it also refers to the vernacular architecture of Istanbul and to the Turkish 
house of ancient tradition. It is perceived in the living room of his house in Istanbul, main 
point of a functional plan that stretches out on the Bosphorus; it also guarantees the sense of 
warmth and intimacy through the inner space, which is similar to that of the divan, the 
Turkish lounge, main room of the house on whose inner perimeter a comfortable sitting is 
distributed, or in the rounded shape of the floor balconies, that is the typical corner solution 
of the wooden ledges of vernacular houses. 

Moreover, the continuous horizontal glass surfaces do not have their background in the 
continuous window declaimed by the Modern Movement; rather they refer to the Ottoman 
residence of the XVIII century. With his house on the Bosphorus Taut gives voice to the 
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firm belief of S. Eldem, the coeval Turkish architect, who said that the Turkish house is not 
valuable because it is able to raise a criticism to modern architecture, but just because it has 
in itself the qualities of Modernism: «The open plan, the emphasis of comfort rather than a 
flaunted presentation, honesty in using materials, a generous "supply" of rooms, opened 
spaces and courtyards. Aren’t perhaps these the characteristics that we look for in the 
modern house? But we can find all of them in the traditional Turkish house».11  

 

Figure 5. Bruno Taut, House on Bosphorus, Istanbul, 1937; plans and south front (drawings by 
the author) 

The German architect sure acknowledges the Modernist characteristics in his project; 
otherwise he wouldn’t have written, in a letter to Carl Krayl (job colleague in the 
Magdeburgo years) «A new Dahlewitz is being born here»12 knowing very well the 
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revolutionary impact of the residence plan he did in Berlin. If this weren’t so, the drawing  
realized in 1965 by memory from Franz Hillinger, friend of Taut in Germany and precious 
collaborator in Turkey, could not be explained: observing it, don’t we get the feeling of 
being in front of a sort of spaceship just placed on the Bosphorus shore? The memory of 
Hillinger is in truth the Modernity of his colleague. The quoted above letter continues with a 
note apparently not important, but of fundamental value in order to comprise the meaning 
that Taut attributed to his stay and action in Turkey. The architect continues: «With imprint 
absolutely different the columbarium of a Noah soon nine hundred years old is risen on the 
blue cobalt Bosphorus and on arboreal supports 15 meters high».13 The historian Bernd 
Nicolai, in his studies about the work of Taut in Turkey, maintains that the German 
architect lived with no pleasure in the earth of Sinan: «The situation of the exile is 
expressed by Taut with full knowledge. The isolated house-tree, that can be read as a wish 
to detach from the stranger eastern soil, stretches out towards the Bosphorus alluding to the 
deck of a ship».14 But the house front on the Bosphorus has nothing to do with the poetics 
of Villa Savoie of Le Corbusier, Taut’s villa is not a ship docked, waiting to set off on the 
sea, but a “columbarium of a Noah soon nine hundred years old". Not a ship therefore, but 
its conceptual opposite: an ark, steadily placed on a cape, able to contain all the species that 
guarantee continuity.  

 

Figure 6. Bruno Taut, House on Bosphorus, Istanbul, 1937; plans and east and west fronts 
(drawings by the author) 

Taut chose the place where to build his dwelling accurately: on the European shore of the 
Bosphorus, few blocks away from the Fine Arts Academy where he was Director of the 
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Architecture Department, in a point where the hill of Ortak� y district folds protecting the 
entire area from the cold winds of the north, in front of a baroque Mosque. From his turret-
studio of octagonal shape, a favourite geometry for few other plans, Taut sees the East from 
the last outpost of the West: he sees the ancient city and the tonalities of Saint Sofia that 
within the space of the day change from the rosy colour to the bright-red, sees the smooth 
profile of Sinan’s mosques, sees the ancient residences on the shore of the Bosphorus in 
painted wood, sees the Golden Horn and the tower of Galata, inspirations and suggestions to 
interpret in his new realizations. During the years in Berlin Taut writes: «I listen to, I see, I 
feel, I smell and perceive the saline aroma of the sea, that one of the gentian and that one of 
the cedars. The spirit of the sea, the spirit of the mountain, like all the spirits, pervade the 
senses within me. The spirit of the light wraps up itself in the magnificent mantle of the 
colour. The entirety of the five senses, which covers the human mind, is the door through 
which the new man enters in our world... The world exists. And everything exists, real 
thoughts, dreams and things. You and me and the third one! No road, no goal, only a path! 
In the hands we carry the crystal, that is so simple and at the same time infinitely 
complicated and much more than this»;15 this sensibility tinged of romantic 
Weltanschauung is the same one that guides the architect in the planning job in Turkey. In 
spite of the impact of a different culture, Taut remained faithful to his motto which was "our 
homeland is where we construct", something that wasn’t granted to him neither in Russia 
nor in Japan; therefore on the basis of such a meaning Turkey was, quite rightly, adoption 
homeland. Just in front of the house on the Bosphorus we look on the synthesis of his whole 
work, as we can read the background of Germanic culture distinctly - the plan distribution, 
the typology of the windows - of Japanese one - the profile of the roof, the sunbreakers used 
for the first time in the restoration of Okura villa in Azabu - and the Turkish characteristics - 
the projecting ledges, the offset roofs - capable to accomplish an absolutely original 
synthesis. 

The kernel of the issue is this: architecture is continuity for Taut, conjugation between 
tradition and modernity. Under this meaning, he seems to be a romantic conserver rather 
than a modernist pioneer; in truth he wants to mean the impossibility, for any culture, to 
abandon the link with its own milieu, that has to be respected and from which an essential 
quid that leads to true modernity can spring. To build in the best result of tradition is 
modernity, as well as searching the relationship between the aspiration of a place and the 
inspiration of its tradition. This stirs up the perception of the architect until the point to plan 
a new building that is at the same time modern and repository of values of a place, and only 
that place. Values that change, changing the geographic, climatic and urban sceneries: the 
house on the Bosphorus and the Letters and Geography Faculty in Ankara as well comply 
with these values; what makes both valuable is the contradiction between Taut’s research 
towards the continuity and the paradigm of Modernism that they subtend.  

During the years of exile in Turkey, in his capacity as head architect of the Government 
Construction Office of the Education Ministry, Taut accepted the task to plan several 
schools. Surely he felt involved either as architect or as witness of those reformist 
pedagogical theories which he had to consider in the plans of schools realized in Germany. 
Inspired by these principles, in Turkey Taut realizes four school buildings: in Ankara the 
Atat� rk high school and the Hammam Onu secondary school, in Izmir the female institute 
Cumhuriet and in Trabzon the male senior high school.  
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3. Taut’s achievements as head of the Fine Arts Aca demy’s Department of 
Architecture in Istanbul and head of the Government ’s Architectural Office 

Taut’s coming to Turkey was possible thanks to the influential mediation of Martin Wagner, 
German city-planner of international reputation, exiled in Turkey. During the '20s, he was 
the supporter, with Taut, of many Siedlungen realized in Berlin. Wagner put pressure on the 
Turkish government so that Taut was chosen as successor of Hans Poelzig, who died in 
June 1936 and who was designated to the charge (unfortunately never held) of director of 
the Architecture Department of Fine Arts Academy in Istanbul after Ernst Egli, first 
reformer in this Academy.  

Taut’s arrival, after Poelzig’s death, was seen by Wagner like a new ray of hope. Arrived in 
Istanbul on November 10th, 1936, during his first travel to Ankara, at the beginning of 
December of the same year, Taut knew he would be not only head of the Architecture 
Department of the Fine Arts Academy, but also head architect of the Government 
Construction Office of the Education Ministry. This charge was previously held by Ernst 
Egli, the Swiss architect who made the first reform of school buildings in Turkey. Full 
freedom was given to Taut, in order to develop his own working group; immediately the 
architect understood the potentialities of this offer: «The Architecture Department of the 
Academy is the centre of architecture of the Ministries. I have already received a certain 
number of assignments from the Ministry of Employment. As matter of fact a high authority 
in these architectural issues doesn’t exist».16 These two charges put him in a considerable 
position of authority, but as soon as he arrived he had to deal with the old problems since 
the Architecture Department was without a coordinator for several months. Some 
colleagues, as Zimmermann, already assistant of Poelzig, the Turks Sedat Hakki Eldem and 
Arif Hikmet Holtay, did not accept this new authority after so many months of 
independence and autonomy. Burhan Toprak, chancellor of the Academy, was in agreement 
with the progressive reforms about teaching, but was sceptical about excessive foreigners’ 
influence on the Academy. As professor, Taut was insisting on a five-year plan of studies: 
he gave to the students the possibility to choose a larger number of hours dedicated to 
architectural drawing rather than to theory. For this purpose Taut introduced a basic course 
(inspired by the preliminary class of the Bauhaus) that focused the attention on the 
knowledge of materials or on free hand drawing.  

In 1937 he organized the first summer class for non students, interested in architecture; 
moreover in many classes he included planning seminars so that students had the possibility 
to estimate more fields of application in architecture. Although criticized by his colleagues, 
the architect thought it was right that the students had a say in the matter in the school 
institutions through their representatives; Taut’s aim was to carry forward those reforms that 
would have permitted the Academy to reach a position of international importance. The 
architect succeeded to work in harmony with the German colleagues; among them Hans 
Grimm and Franz Hillinger. The first one was the collaborator of Taut and Franz Hoffmann, 
in their studio in Berlin since 1914, the second one worked as architect of Gehag in Berlin; 
but Taut had contrasting relationships with the Turkish professors. Grimm and Hillinger, 
arrived both at Istanbul in 1937 at Taut’s invitation, after his death, brought the building 
realizations of the master to a conclusion. He could count also on the support of Rudolf 
Belling, sculptor and friend of old, and member of the Novembergruppe and the Arbaitsrat 
für Kunst in Berlin. From 1937 Belling was at the Academy of Istanbul as head of the 
Sculpture Department. Fortunately Taut had a good ally in Cevat Bey, responsible at the 
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Ministry of the Education: in his capacity as main head he “imposed” on the Academy the 
reformist trait of Taut’s teaching. This created a discontent among some colleagues who 
gathered from the double charge of Taut, as planner and teacher, that he was too influential, 
so that in April 1937 the chancellor suggested to separate his two responsibilities because of 
excessive load of work. Taut rejected the suggestion, answering that if there were excessive 
loads, they were the result of the «impossibility of being free to carry his own actions 
ahead».17 The evidences from students and colleagues reveal how they strongly felt the 
innovations made during the mandate of Taut. Among them Mehmet Alì Handam, a then 
young student, says in enthusiastic tones: «It has to be said that in the Academy the rational 
teaching of architecture began with professor Taut. For the very first time we - that is my 
generation - learned to get used to build models under his teaching. Before that we had 
never been aware that such concept existed... nine of us were in his studio. At the beginning 
of the school year professor Taut said to us that we all would have had to make a plan 
together, and this was another innovation that he introduced».18 The students worked on the 
plans following the guide lines of tested planning experience for the new quarters realized 
in Germany by Taut, with the logic of the neues bauen but considering necessary changes in 
order to adapt to the climate of another place, to its topography and social conditions. He 
often proposed to develop real architectonic topics, inviting the students to outline an 
economic plan of the work to be realized, so that they were able to understand fully the 
planning process; for instance, the first year Taut engaged the students in the plan of a 
centre for the production of wine, while in 1937 he assigned to the graduating class the task 
to develop in six weeks the plan of a Siedlung that accommodated employees of the 
Ministry of Legal Monopoly in Ankara. Turkish students and architects knew the typology 
of the German Siedlung thanks to the architectural review “Arkitekt” that published the 
most interesting projects of the Modern Movement, and thanks to the course, held in the 
Academy by Martin Wagner, of Technical and economic aspects of the urbanization. 
Criticizing openly the habit to represent a plan "in pictorial way", Taut invited the students 
to observe and to sketch details of a building by the eye of the architect, taking care not as 
much of the form as of its becoming. The winds of innovations pursued from Taut were 
clear also in his will to make changes inside the building of the Academy: laying down on 
the European shore of the Bosphorus, it faces the Golden Horn, the historical city; Taut 
loved the architecture of Sinan, the master of the “Ottoman Reinaissance” supporter of the 
most beautiful mosques, and asked to realize a terrace oriented towards the mosque of 
Soliman the Magnificent in order to allow the students to admire it in the moments of 
relaxation. Again related to changes, the student Asim Mutlu remembers: «He was under 
Japanese influence. The first thing he did was to change the main hall placing yellow, red 
and black wooden columns to achieve a Japanese atmosphere. In order to make that, they 
cut the valuable floor and I don’t know how this was permitted by other professors».19  

Contrary to his predecessor Egli, Taut did not wish to have a horde of converts "slaves" of 
their master. For the students he wrote a book entitled Mimari Bilgisi (Lessons of 
architecture), divided in seven chapters and provided with a hundred illustrations, from 
contemporary architecture, with a particular homage to the pioneers of the Modern 
Movement (Sullivan, Otto Wagner, Berlage, Perret, Behrens especially) to the realizations 
of the Far East. In this book he also suggests the points to consider in order to achieve a 
good planning: proportion, technique, construction, functionalism are some of the qualities 
of the exemplifying chapters of the book. Above all the architect recommends the 
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proportion between the various parts of the architectural body and the whole as a key 
towards quality, which makes the difference between good and bad architecture. By the 
way, he emphasizes the diversity, already evidenced in the book written in Japan Houses 
and people of Japan, of the anthropomorphic standards of the European man compared to 
the eastern one, justifying the variation of the measuring elements, and therefore of 
proportion. One of his students testifies: «He had a sensitive mind in understanding 
architecture. He considered architecture as art of proportion and his book Mimari Bilgisi is a 
collection of thoughts he left his students. The historian of aesthetics Ahmet Kutsi always 
carried this book with him».20 

Against the easy dogmatism, in the preface entitled What is architecture? Taut writes: «The 
rationalist theories are like the headache after drunkenness. But they are just theories 
interested only in the outer appearance of architecture. They fight what existed before and, 
as every opponent, they put themselves on the same level of what they want to contrast».21 
The book had huge a echo, influencing the course of Turkish modern architecture. This 
conceptual revolution was more structured then the realizations of illustrious foreign 
colleagues as Egli and Holzmeister, thanks to the courage of Taut to face the constant risk 
of modernity through a criticism of Modernism turned to get back the backgrounds of the 
tradition, considered not as starting point of the future but finishing point of the past. 
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