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‘A University is a society’: an
environmental history of the METU
‘campus’

Güven Arif Sargın, Ayşen Savaş Middle East Technical University (METU),

Department of Architecture, Ankara, Turkey

The formation of a ‘society’ was the major goal of the founders of the Middle East Technical

University (METU) in Turkey, which was established in 1956 and became a significant source

of intellectual, ideological and architectural capital for its region. The university was

designed as a total entity, a three-dimensional modern grid spread over the barren Anato-

lian prairie, and, in half a century, succeeded in transforming its immediate environment

into an ‘ideal landscape’. There has been no publication to date documenting the formation

processes of the institution, nor its impact as an environmental revolution. In opposition to

the consensus that the development of this university was rooted in the United Nation’s

programmes for higher education in the developing world and the United States’ post-

war policy in the region, this paper suggests that the METU Project was rather indicative

of the Turkish Republic’s desire for modernisation in all of its social and ideological

programmes. This paper examines the METU Project in a bid to understand how the

Anatolian prairie was transformed into an urban environment, and the unique ways it is

perceived in the surrounding political contexts of institutional and everyday life. By compil-

ing an environmental historiography, the intention is to find answers to the questions of

how, and to what extent, the ideal landscape was influential, and how it was presented

with architecture through social and political practices.

Introduction: society at home, the canons of

environmental historiography

Since the earliest days of its establishment, the

Middle East Technical University (METU) in Ankara

has been conceived as a ‘society’, which became

an essential notion in the formation processes of

both the faculty of architecture and its academic

programme. Initiating a new institution, setting

out its mission and vision, and organising its appli-

cation in parallel with the design of its physical

environment were possible only through the presen-

tation of social values that would support this entity

known as a ‘campus’.1 In this respect, along with its

didactic nature, it is suggested that it is possible to

write alternative histories of this embodiment as a

social organisation: hence, its environmental

history is presented here from a different perspective

to the consensus that traces the root of the develop-

ment of the school back to the United Nation’s pro-

grammes for higher education in the developing

world, United States policy in the region and the

American tradition of idyllic campus environments.

The notion that the university’s development was

wholly reliant on influence from the West has

been accepted without being thoroughly investi-

gated, and accordingly nothing has been published

to date on this seminal architectural and intellectual

success story. The history of the transformation of

79

The Journal

of Architecture

Volume 18

Number 1

# 2013 The Journal of Architecture 1360-2365 http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13602365.2012.751806

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

O
rt

a 
D

og
u 

T
ek

ni
k 

U
ni

ve
rs

ite
si

] 
at

 1
0:

23
 2

9 
A

ug
us

t 2
01

5 



the barren Anatolian bozkir, a literal translation of

prairie, into one of the most prestigious schools in

the region may be regarded as a unique case of

how architecture, as well as urban design, should

be encapsulated within the originally emerging

canons of environmental historiography.2

As a new historiographic endeavour, environ-

mental history calls for a complex inquiry that

renders a symbiotic metamorphosis of nature and

society.3 This symbiosis is in fact a social process

and accordingly peoples’ interaction with the

environment, and their mental conceptions and per-

ceptive experiences, are overshadowed by politics in

all aspects and at all levels.4 Politics is the most asser-

tive realm of change, being thoroughly instrumental

in the environment’s formations, deformations, and

spatial and cognitive displacements.5 Additionally

politics, as a meta-narrative, and its ideological

formations, as the legitimising apparatuses of such

narrations, not only transform the environment,

but also fabricate the cultural sphere within which

such transformations become publicly possible,

making the whole processes either significantly

recognised or discrete.6

The METU Project in this context deserves special

attention, as the state’s desire for modernisation

presents a similar cultural sphere by which social

programmes and their spatiality reflect an environ-

ment of revolution in tune with the nation’s ideo-

logical choices. The ‘edenic’ reconstruction of the

bozkir at the heart of the Anatolian landscape,

Turkish Modernism after the Second World War

and the related social utopias demystify how the

state, as well as the Turkish intelligentsia, formu-

lated their ideological mappings and conceived the

qualities of the bozkir in their imagined inventions.7

In this respect, this paper makes a rational examin-

ation of the METU Project in order to understand

the relevance of the Anatolian bozkir and in what

unique ways it is perceived in the surrounding politi-

cal contexts of institutional and everyday life. What

is sought here are answers to the questions of how,

and to what extent, this ideal landscape was effec-

tive, and more importantly, how it was presented

relationally with architecture through everyday prac-

tices, performances, images and appearances.8

The METU Project was part of Turkey’s second

wave of modernisation efforts in the mid-1950s,

and gained its spatial momentum through the

American vision of university campuses that flour-

ished in the late 1800s. In the American tradition,

the idyllic backdrop and urbanism have together

developed a basic cultural premise and produced

the most outstanding results since then—the pictur-

esque scenery established a strong sentiment

towards nature, while urbanism represented a tran-

sition to modernism with all the necessary insti-

tutions. The continuous clash between the two

became a powerful metaphor that symbolised the

city, the countryside, urbanism, modernity, the

rural virtue and tradition: all at the same time. In

the United States, the transformation of the prairie

into modern urban environments had always been

an important process that also represented an intel-

lectual debate;9 and the end result was the pastoral

vision, as a battlefield for nature and culture. The

hundred-year contrast between the two worlds—

one identified with the simple mode of country life

and rural peace, the other with the power of

urban life—became the dominant intellectual
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mode in the creation of a symbolic landscape, which

could be perceived as a delicate blend of myth and

reality.10

This historical reconciliation gave way to an archi-

tecture of its own, suggesting that the taming of

nature was indeed possible under the shadow of

Modernism. Many green urbanism projects have

been designed since that time, and have become

models for both architects and planners.11 The

architectural aesthetic, however, was not the

primary objective, as the aim of city planning was

not to make cities beautiful in a superficial sense.

It was believed that ‘the modern concept of

“beauty” was based on the social utility and func-

tional performance of the result’, thus ‘planning

was a “science” that permitted one to know the

needs of the urban community and provide for

them by creating services’.12 A comprehensive

urban plan was a necessary step in the provision of

public benefit as well as societal use; however, the

main focus was upon nature, being an important

instrument of modern urbanism in which the princi-

pal elements were public structures. The campus

projects, in this regard, were a deliberate attempt

to merge the vast green area with the city, which

in many respects was based upon a tradition of

romantic ideals. Quite beyond their architectural

forms, they were unified plans in which architecture

was significant only to the extent that it contributed

to the underlying unity and continuity of the urban

structure. Those works indeed affirmed that plan-

ning was not a task to be undertaken through indi-

vidual and partial interventions, but rather an

instrument for elaborating comprehensive urban-

isms, of which architecture was an important part.13

Modernity project: engineering society and

space
Attitudes towards nature have long been an impor-

tant component of institutionalised politics in

Turkey. For the Turkish state, taming nature was

regarded as part of Republican ideology, and that

ideology had also been to be reflected in urbanis-

ation, becoming a common ground for the

framing of the norms and standards of public life.

For this reason, the new Turkish nation in its early

years paid significant attention to nature under the

state’s administrative authority, which maintained

tight control over environmental and urban projects.

Alongside natural transformations, higher edu-

cation was also a part of the continuing state

project in which a new environmental vision in

relation to existing establishments was firmly

positioned, both materially and visually, through

images, displays and spatial performances.

In this context, Ankara, the new capital city of the

Turkish Republic, was an exemplary model for all

such performances.14 In the mind of the state,

Ankara in its early decades was certainly a represen-

tation of Modernism, and its urban qualities were to

be built and practised accordingly (Fig. 1).15 Urban-

isation, envisioned within Western standards akin to

those of European examples (modern, hygienic and

rational), was believed to provide a contemporary

environment for empowering Turkey’s Modernist

life.16 The eminent power of Western urbanism

played a pivotal role as, for the Republican cadre,

the contemporary qualities of urbanism and its

social engineering were of great significance, just

as surely were the subsequent modern practices.

Along with the consecutive planning attempts of

81

The Journal

of Architecture

Volume 18

Number 1

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

O
rt

a 
D

og
u 

T
ek

ni
k 

U
ni

ve
rs

ite
si

] 
at

 1
0:

23
 2

9 
A

ug
us

t 2
01

5 



the new capital, the overall construction of new

state buildings, all Modernist in style, and the culti-

vation of its vast open landscape for modern life,

further signified the spatial transformation of

Ankara under the revolutionary banners of

progress and change. In this environment, Republi-

can identity was a social construct, and the city’s

urbanism, as well as its attitudes towards nature,

seemed to be the best political means for further

construction.

In recognition of the fact that urban landscapes

were one of the most significant components for

the creation of a new urbanism, the state under-

went a dramatic shift in focus, by which the

Ankara of the pre-Republican era gradually came

to a partial end. With the implementation of the

new Republican ideology in 1923, Ankara became

a site of contestation over its barren land: first, a

Western-style mayoralty, known as Şehremaneti,

was officially introduced on the 16th of February,
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Figure 1. Ankara under

construction, c. the

1930s (source: The

Vekam Archive; Vehbi

Koç Research Centre,

Ankara).
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1924; second, the new local government immedi-

ately launched a huge expropriation programme to

secure a vacant zone for the new city centre,

called Yenişehir (meaning literally New town);

third, the newly established institutions, such as

the Ministry of Development and Housing, set out

the primary trajectories of Ankara’s future develop-

ment. These were a re-organisation of local govern-

ment; a comprehensive plan for the capital city; the

provision of such vital infrastructure as irrigation,

electricity, water, drainage and sewage; and the cre-

ation of housing, transport and communications to

satisfy contemporary needs.

The first cadastral map, 1/4000 in scale, was

completed in 1924 with the help of the Engineering

Corps of the Turkish Army. For many, this was seen

as the first attempt to engineer Ankara’s untouched

landscape into some sort of humanly rational order,

and several other planning attempts would follow in

the coming years.

Following European examples, the municipality

made the first efforts towards creating a compre-

hensive plan for Ankara, for which it appointed

C. Ch. Lörcher from Germany to create two plans,

in 1924 and 1925, the first for the old city centre,

and the second for Yenişehir.17 Herman Jansen,

also from Germany, drew up a second comprehen-

sive plan for the city in 1928 as part of an inter-

national competition held in 1927 that continued

until 1932.18 The plans of both Lörcher and Jansen

were of significance not only for the city’s urban

identity, but also for its environmental qualities.

It was Lörcher who first suggested an underlying

structure for both old and new Ankara, which was

later reiterated by Jansen, generating the city’s

morphology on the basis of a century-long Euro-

pean urbanism. Both saw the city as a bureaucratic

town containing all contemporary amenities, and

thus as a model for Turkey’s new urban strategies:

modern, healthy, ordered, and of course, green—

all of which were considered to be Western attri-

butes. However, Ankara’s growth was unexpect-

edly rapid after that time, and had already

exceeded Lörcher and Jansen’s projections by the

mid-1940s.

It was during these transitional years that the

need for a new plan for Ankara became apparent

among local and state administrations, and conse-

quently an international competition was launched

in 1957. For some, the Yücel-Uybadin Plan, as

the third grand-scale intervention into the city,

marked a turning point in Ankara’s environmental

history, even though the proposal is often regarded

as being modest in both content and scale, and fol-

lowed the blueprints of what Lörcher and Jansen

had already proposed for the city. The plan had

very little, if any, impact because rather than

launching larger-scale urban operations for the

existing city, it merely revised the earlier plans,

proposing minor changes in overall structure and

morphology. One new addition was a proposal

for a new corridor leading out towards the

western periphery, on which the METU

Campus and other state institutions would be

located, and consequently Ankara once again

began to develop across the barren land, with

the bozkir being regarded as the nexus of new

urbanisation.
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Engineering the university campus: METU

The aims of M.E.T.U. stated in its statutes indicate

that the Turkish students of certain prequalifica-

tion, and students from other countries, with

similar standing, shall receive, generally in the

English language, advanced education in the

scientific, technical and professional fields. This

University shall also conduct applied research,

aimed at developing the resources of Turkey and

the Middle East, and at finding solutions to their

economic problems, all of which are dedicated

to the use and benefit of the Turkish people and

other peoples. Basic research will be conducted,

and the findings disseminated with the purpose

of increasing the knowledge of mankind about

the facts of life and nature.

Orhan Mersinli, Chairman of Trustees of M.E.T.U.

(From University Catalogue No: 4, 1961)

The final plan of the late 1950s was of significance

as it penetrated deep into Ankara’s barren environ-

ment to accommodate the new urbanisation pro-

jects that were to come. The METU Project was

one of the highlights of the plan, in that it shared

a common ground with the ideological premises of

the new Republic and its capital city. Ankara, fol-

lowed by METU, became explicit models of Turkish

Modernism’s debut on the landscape. Here, the

overall construction of Ankara can be regarded as

being a reflection of the larger political will to

tame the Anatolian bozkir. In a similar fashion, the

foundation of METU, which has long been regarded

as a success story, can be explored in parallel with

the environmental transformation through which

its architecture and landscape came forth in full

accord with the purpose of taming nature in a mod-

ernist way.19 The METU Project should therefore be

revisited to investigate how the issue of Modernism

was utilised in the landscaping and architecture. As

mentioned briefly, taming the landscape had been a

significant instrument of the Modernist ideology of

the state since the foundation of the new Republic,

which was certainly reflected in the grand-scale

urban and environmental projects of the time,

including the METU Project. Needless to say,

Ankara was regarded as the tabula rasa of the

Turkish Revolution, while the same can be said of

METU in respect to modern pedagogy, being envi-

sioned as ‘ground zero’ not only for a new model

of higher education and research, but also as an

model environment of a university campus in post-

war Turkey.

A brief survey of Turkey’s post-war experiences,

however, can reveal a more concrete context for

the emerging mode of the 1950s with respect to

the period’s economic and political climate. It is a

well-known fact that Turkey had undergone

serious transformations by the end of the Second

World War. To begin with, the transition into a

multi-party system (circa 1946) was an explicit rep-

resentation of the growing political divergence

between the modernists and the conservatives. Sec-

ondly, staunchly effective statist policies that

assigned extensive controls to the state were abol-

ished, and the new conservative governments

gave way to liberalism as the sole successor of all

economic formulations. Finally, a massive popu-

lation influx from the poorer regions of the

country to the relatively metropolitan areas,
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including the capital city, resulted in a dramatic

change to Turkey’s demographic maps.

All of these factors brought with them their own

problems, such as housing shortages, growing

unemployment, petty crime, and spatial and cultural

fragmentation and segregation: it was in this situ-

ation that the USA-led international post-war pol-

icies had an effect at all scales. In the aftermath of

Second World War, on the 1st of September, 1947,

Turkey signed a treaty with the United States regard-

ing military aid and alliance, and took the decision to

participate in the Korean War on the side of NATO

and the United Nations on the 25th of June, 1950.

The ‘Basic Agreement’ for the provision of technical

assistance was signed on the 5th of September, 1951

and on the 18th of February, 1952, Turkey became a

full NATO member. US involvement in Turkish edu-

cational and cultural policies after this time

became a key issue from which the METU Project

emerged. This was not accidental, being part of a

larger strategic programme during the Cold War

to oppose and counter Soviet influence: Turkey

being one of the ‘frontier nations’ to the USSR.20

As discussed extensively elsewhere, it was in fact

an ‘American inflection of modernisation’ that was

argued to have shaped both the social and political

climate, and Turkish architecture.21 ‘Modernism via

America’ is an assertive theoretical tool that allows

an understanding of the METU Project architectu-

rally; however, it should be underlined that this

new understanding also brought academically and

socially challenging experiences to Turkey’s edu-

cation system. Combining insights from the social

and political realities of the given context, METU

was to introduce a pedagogy that assessed critically

the abstract models of education that treated edu-

cational processes as passive detached practices,

removed from social and cultural realities. In this

regard, the way in which educational objectives

were presented demonstrated that higher edu-

cation needed a broader viewpoint if it was to ques-

tion decisively how theory should be designed in

relation to pervasive real problems. This dialectic

between education and social contexts was believed

to offer critical and challenging perspectives, and

this critical pedagogy not only challenged the

restricted framework of contemporary higher edu-

cation, but also referred back to the creative political

formations developed during the foundational years

of the school. Since its establishment in the early

1950s, education at METU has been primarily con-

cerned with addressing real problems and rapid

transformations in developing nations.

As the name of the university suggests, METU was

established as a research institution not only for

Turkey, but also for the entire region; and the

campus has become a secular environment for aca-

demic and applied research to this end. This was cer-

tainly evident in the cultural values being applied as

part of Turkey’s modernising efforts of the time. The

primary mission of the Faculty of Architecture, for

instance, was stated as being to train the pro-

fessionals and scholars required for the fields of

urbanism, housing, construction and planning; and

the fourth- and fifth-year design studios in particular

have been conducted within an interdisciplinary fra-

mework so as to deal with the complexities of urban

issues. Each assignment was interpreted as a

research project, which in the end might either be

applied to real environments or documented as a

85

The Journal

of Architecture

Volume 18

Number 1

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

O
rt

a 
D

og
u 

T
ek

ni
k 

U
ni

ve
rs

ite
si

] 
at

 1
0:

23
 2

9 
A

ug
us

t 2
01

5 



reference for further developments in the area.

Developing new settlements, maintaining the sus-

tainability of man-made and natural assets, search-

ing for possibilities in post-war zones, squatter

settlements and deserted industrial landscapes,

creating healthy environments for people in need,

and learning from traditions and conventions con-

tinued to be the major fields of study in its early

years, continuing until the mid 1980s.

The founding fathers of METU, in this respect,

envisioned an environment of ideological choice

and that certainly manifested itself in the original

competition brief.22 In a similar fashion, the univer-

sity’s character was expected to support what the

underlying philosophy intended to promote: that if

the university was to become an international

environment for higher education in which applied

research was practised, akin to its counterparts in

the Western world, the architecture of its campus

as well as its landscaping needed to have similar

qualities—ie, modern, hygienic and rational. In this

way, it was hoped that the assumed demands of

modernist life since the Enlightenment would be

satisfied; and if this was an essential component of

Ankara’s modernist implantations, then so was the

university. For this very reason, METU soon

became a social metaphor with a longing for the

social engineering mastered by the Western intelli-

gentsia over the previous two centuries.

However, it should be mentioned here that the

post-war educational paradigm, which manifested

itself especially in some of the prominent universities

from the 1950s to the early 1970s in Western

Europe and North America, was heavily influential

on the METU Project. Universities in the United

Kingdom, such as York and East Anglia, shared

similar premises, with new landscape-based

campus establishments that certainly brought a

fresh perspective to Modernist architectural theory

in respect of higher education: ie, the primary

belief that good planning and architecture are

essential for an academically mature and socially

responsible staff and student base. Envisioning

almost utopian dreams, however, all the European

and US examples became a nexus for a new Moder-

nist paradigm as their initial boundless enthusiasm

was to create ‘a new university as an ideal and

total environment’.23

The METU Project sought the creation of a new

datum for engineering, and this was reflected

from the very outset: from the political will that

aimed to create an environment of science, truth

and aesthetics to its unique pedagogy; from its com-

petition brief to its architecture and landscaping.

Even the site selected for the campus could be con-

sidered as a ‘ground zero’, as an area to be tamed in

the barren land that vanished over the western

horizon of Ankara. This was an area that required

utter transformation—from a vast agricultural

zone into an artificial forest, which would in later

years receive an award from the Aga Khan Foun-

dation of Architecture for its landscaping (Fig. 2).

Here, the metaphor was in fact hidden within the

very landscape of the campus, as the terms ‘the

barren land’, ‘tame’ and ‘culture’ now co-existed

hand-in-hand.24 The Turkish prairie, the bozkir,

was not an object of transgression, but an active

subject of revolutionary transformation along the

way to societal progress. In this respect, the

METU Project soon became an interface for social
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Figure 2. The METU site

under construction,

c. the 1960s (source:

The METU Archives).
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positioning where societal use and public benefit

met the science, utility and ordered beauty that

Modernism had long implied in its political agenda.

The architectural tools for taming the

barren land

Both the design of the new campus and the prep-

aration of the academic programme of the school

of architecture were illustrative of the political

agenda. METU, among other Turkish universities

established with similar goals at the time—including

the Ege (Aegean) and Karadeniz (Black Sea) Univer-

sities in 1950, and Atatürk University in 1958—was

exceptional in many ways. On the 5th of September

1951, a legal agreement was signed between the

United Nations and the 28-year-old Turkish Govern-

ment, authorising Charles Abrams to conduct

research on housing and city planning in Turkey.25

Abrams was at the time affiliated to the newly

established City Planning Department at the

University of Pennsylvania, whilst also teaching at

The Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT)

and working as a consultant to the United Nations.

Following his one year’s research in Turkey in 1953

he wrote a report suggesting the establishment of a

Graduate School for Architecture and City Planning

in Ankara.26 A year later, Abrams and Vecdi Diker,

then the director of the progressive Highway

Department of Turkey, signed a Charter to initiate

the establishment of an institute of high academic

and environmental standards, ‘not unlike the best

of the American and British Technical Universities’.27

With this Charter, METU became the first such

government-owned establishment in the Middle

East, assigning to the Board of Trustees full power

over its direction and operation, similar to that

enjoyed by several state-owned educational insti-

tutions in the United States. As defined in the

Charter, the university was to be a place ‘where

some of the best architects and city planners of

the Western World could be brought together in

Ankara to teach selected young people of the

Middle East to the same high level as can be

found in Western Europe and North America’.28

The same institution would become ‘the bulwark

of significant fundamental and applied research to

strengthen the industrial and agricultural economy

in Turkey’.29

After gaining the approval of the government, the

Minister of Education put the project into

efffect. G. Holmes Perkins, the head of the Depart-

ment of Architecture at the University of Pennsylva-

nia, was invited to supervise the structural

organisation of the school, its programme and its

academic mission, assisted by two other members

of the Department of Architecture, Léon Loschetter

and Wilhelm von Molke, who travelled to Turkey to

prepare the original plans for the campus and to

oversee its establishment and academic develop-

ment (Fig. 3a, b). While working on this project,

Perkins invited two experts from the Fine Arts

Department of the University of Pennsylvania,

Thomas Godfrey and Marvin Sevely, to teach and

to administer the school, which was officially estab-

lished in 1956. Godfrey, a young and talented archi-

tect who would later assist Perkins in the Dean’s

Office and would chair the Fine Arts Department,

then became the Founding Dean at the newly estab-

lished Graduate School, or as it was called then, ‘The

High Institute for Architecture and City Planning’.
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Figure 3a. The initial

site plan proposal, c. the

1950s (source: The

METU Archives).
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Figure 3b. The initial

site plan proposal, a

close-up view, c. the

1950s (source: The

METU Archives).
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A year later, on the 26th of January, 1957, a law was

passed that transformed the Graduate School of

Architecture and City Planning into a technical

university.

Shortly after the institution was officially inaugu-

rated the Department of Architecture accepted its

first students and began to offer an undergraduate

degree from a temporary location within the com-

pound of the Grand National Assembly (TBMM) in

the city centre, which had since the 1920s been

regarded as the political nucleus of the new

Turkish Republic. Some of the old barracks used

during construction were allocated for the fledg-

ling university, and since then the term barracks,

baraka in Turkish, has been a symbol of METU.

For the new recruits, and indeed the staff, the bar-

racks scattered within the orderly landscape of the

TBMM were much more than just temporary

shelter, as they represented a social metaphor

that allowed a new community to emerge: a com-

munity that collectively idealised the premises of

Turkish Modernity. The focal points of architectural

education were the design studios, where students

were encouraged to develop freely their investiga-

tive qualities, creative personalities and social

responsibilities.

Distinct from other higher education schools in

Turkey, the Department had an academic system

similar to those of the Anglo-American universities,

with the primary aim being to train the professionals

required for urbanism, housing, construction and

planning in developing countries. Conceived as ‘an

international university to be at pace with the chan-

ging and growing world of knowledge’, the

language of instruction was to be English, ensuring

that the graduates would be able to understand and

integrate with the Western world. ‘Learning to

reach sources worldwide, to evaluate critically

what had been reached and to be creative and inno-

vative’ was believed to be essential, and thus the

well-known Modernist mottos of self criticism, crea-

tive capacity and innovation were at the very core of

its curricula: keeping always to the tabula rasa

concept. In respect of the institution’s founding pre-

mises, the opening of the Department marked a

turning point for several reasons. Most importantly,

a new perspective for Turkey’s higher education was

now on the agenda of the country, and its architec-

ture was the locus of that political will.

The complete programme for the school, which

was prepared by a UN Mission under the direction

of Perkins as the Dean, received the ‘enthusiastic

and forceful support’ of Celal Bayar, the President

of Turkey, Refik Koraltan, the Speaker of the

TBMM and Adnan Menderes, the Prime Minister,

combined with the effective cooperation of a Com-

mittee for the School, headed by the Minister of

Education, Celal Yardımcı.30 During the winter of

1956–57, plans moved ahead for the expansion of

the facilities and the acquisition of ‘a modern

campus’, and the TBMM soon passed a Provisional

Law authorising the establishment of the University.

The government acquired a tract of land near Lake

Eymir, about 15 kilometres from the city centre,

which was chosen from four alternative locations.

The selection criteria called for a well-balanced uni-

versity life, and the Lake Eymir site was selected so

as to encourage recreation and sports, with the

specific purpose being to provide a healthy physical

and social environment.31
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At first it was not easy for the founders of METU

to develop a comprehensive environmental pro-

gramme for the campus, as many issues still

remained unsettled. Neither the location nor the

scale were known, and the curriculum of the univer-

sity was still under development. Even the decision

makers were yet to be appointed. It was no coinci-

dence that the first faculty to be established was

Architecture and City Planning, and that the first

decision makers were architects specialised in

housing and urban planning. Between 1955 and

1960, the Dean, G. Holmes Perkins, and Thomas

B.A. Godfrey presented a series of reports and pro-

jects to the Board of Trustees related to the campus

plan of the university. The report, dated December,

1959, summarised all of the initial principles devel-

oped for the design of the campus.32 Even after

leaving Turkey, Perkins remained as the main

advisor on the campus development plan,33 which

reflected his perception of ‘high modern architec-

ture and urban planning strategies’.

When a move into permanent buildings could be

put off no longer, the Board of Trustees launched a

competition in November, 1959, ‘to enable the

selection of designers of proven ability for its

planned university and the University City’. As

stated previously, the planning was to be coordi-

nated under the direction of Perkins, who had

served both as the first Dean of the Faculty of Archi-

tecture and the Interim Director of the METU, who

would be assisted by Godfrey.34 A number of

initial projects were prepared, and two architectural

competitions were organised to source a design for

the university campus during the late 1950s.35

Although the first attempts, including the first inter-

national competition, would never come to fruition,

the initial design ideas and the core of the architec-

tural programme of the campus plan were decided

during these early years of establishing the new

institution.36

Surprisingly enough, in the detailed report pre-

pared by Perkins and Godfrey, the first architectural

elements earmarked for construction were neither

academic units nor dormitories, but rather the

‘Central Core-Walks’ and ‘Arcades’. The plan

attached to the report called for the ‘immediate

construction of the pedestrian pathways, arcades

and terraces surrounding the heart of the campus

that would not only unite functionally the separate

schools, but would also, from the very outset, be

symbolic of the new university community’.37 As

stated by the consultants at the time, the planning

principles upon which the campus design was

based would provide ‘order with variety and conti-

nuity of growth for many decades to come’. These

principles were listed in the report as:

. Concentration of the academic core within an

area in which it is possible to walk from one end

to the other in the 10-minute interval between

classes.

. Exclusion of automobiles from the central green

and from the courts of each of the schools.

. Reservation for all time of a system of open spaces

which will provide convenient and pleasant walks

throughout the campus, and which will be located

so as to offer a variety of views of the panoramas

of Ankara and the surrounding hills and valleys—

these greenways can give coherent form to the

plan, and by so doing, permit the greatest

freedom and diversity in the development of the
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adjacent buildings, even in places where the

future needs cannot be predicted at this time.

. Creation of a system of courts to provide protec-

tion against the weather between the many

Schools and Institutes which make up the univer-

sity; around these should be grouped activities

that would benefit from close contact with one

another.

. Development from the centre outwards.

. An immediate start to be made on the dormi-

tories, and provisions to be made for their main-

tenance, providing accommodation for 2/3 to

3/4 of the students at all times.

. Enhancement of the character of the site and

preservation of views of the Citadel, Ankara and

the hills.

. The use of local materials of a limited range of

colour, which will weather well, such as the local

stone for retaining walls. Avoidance of excessive

mechanical equipment; and protection of the

buildings against the hot sun and cold winter

winds.

The report also suggested that the newly estab-

lished ‘Campus Development Office’ should be

responsible for the development of not only the

plan, but also the land itself. To achieve this it

was necessary for the office to work with the

School of Agriculture and Forestry, and to take

steps to control the farming and heavy over-

grazing that was ‘destroying the land’.38 Although

the School of Agriculture and Forestry had never

been an official part of the university, this was the

origin of the idea behind the legendary METU

Forest, composed mostly of pine trees planted

one-by-one to cover 4,500-hectares of the

Anatolian bozkir over the following fifty-five

years. The same report contained a review of the

first architectural competition to select an architect

to design the campus: certain design principles

were listed as a general guide for the jury. It was

very clearly stated that rather than stylistic prefer-

ences or formal conventions, the participants

should focus on site decisions. What went adminis-

tratively wrong with the first competition remains a

mystery; however, today it is a common belief that

the prize-winning project by Turgut Cansever, a

prominent Turkish architect of the time who was

also well known for his political beliefs, was

rejected due to stylistic differences and was

quickly and masterfully silenced by the adminis-

tration. It would not be too much of a stretch of

the imagination to suggest that it was the intention

of the administration to select very young and inex-

perienced architects, and seemingly Cansever did

not fall into this category.

Very few, if any, of the documents from that pro-

posal have survived to this day; however, it is

known that the criteria were not completely ful-

filled by this competition, especially in regard to

the principles of the Master Plan. As stated repeat-

edly, ‘the site decisions’ were regarded as essential

for the creation of the desired community, and

both landscaping and architecture were of signifi-

cance in that regard. The design brief stated that

‘Care and sensitivity were required in paying

respect to the site’; and ‘symmetrical plans or

over-rigidly imposed style is undesirable’. In particu-

lar, items (d) and (e) of the jury report were signifi-

cant in their indication of the emphasis to be given

to the site plan:
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(d) In all buildings, the spaces between buildings

are as important as the design of the buildings

themselves. The landscaping, planting of levels

of verges and terraces, even of street furniture

are of vital importance.

(e) In starting upon a virgin site the treatment of

the approaches and of the surroundings of the

first buildings needs the greatest care. It is

during these first years of the university’s exist-

ence that it establishes, for good or ill, its

character.39

The metaphor was very appropriate as the site was

indeed ‘virgin’, devoid of any flora or structure,

which is perhaps why the jury members asked for,

in their own terms, ‘sympathy to site’. This necessi-

tated, besides ‘architectural expression’ and

‘choice of materials’, ‘the treatment of spaces

between buildings’, meaning that priority was to

be given to the design of the landscape rather

than to the design of the buildings.40 The reason

for this, indicated at the very outset, was that archi-

tectural tools such as core-walks, arcades, pools,

retaining walls, fountains, sculptures and terraces

were going to transform the land to support the cre-

ation of a ‘community’. The consultants in particular

underlined this in the title of the brochure prepared

for the first competition, indicating that the basis of

the ruling conceptual approach was to be ‘A Univer-

sity is a Society’. The Jury Report written for the first

international architectural competition also started

with this statement, interpreting it as:

A University is a society—its purpose is to search

for and disseminate truth and knowledge. This

means that it is always on the move, fluid

and flexible, expanding and contracting in

sometimes-unpredictable directions. Further, the

qualities with which the university buildings

should be infused seem often to be mutually con-

flicting—seclusion and adventurousness, humility

and dignity, spaciousness and intimacy, flexibility

and order. (Fig. 4)41

It was clear from the very beginning that the

environment would form a large part of the univer-

sity’s character; and that the created environment

would accommodate a newly constructed social

life. The campus site was located far away from

the city centre, meaning that it would not be easy

for the students to share in the social and cultural

functions of the city. The only solution was the cre-

ation of a campus that would take ‘the city’ as its

model. The founders were well aware of the fact

that the university would have an impact on the

social formation of its students in ways beyond

the teaching process itself. They believed that a

sustainable university would answer in the affirma-

tive and develop with success; otherwise it would

create a complete community within itself. This

new development was called a ‘university city’,

where education was not confined to teaching

hours, but took place in nearby professors’

homes, in student dormitories, on the playing

fields and in the dining hall. The design should

provide ‘close contact between students in differ-

ent fields, and between students and the faculty

[staff] outside the classroom’.42 For this reason,

residential, recreational and athletic facilities were

given high priority.

In respect to the above-mentioned premises, to

what extent Cansever’s proposal met the primary

notions of ‘a university is a society’ and ‘university
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Güven Arif Sargın, Ayşen Savaş
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city’ remains an unknown story. However, its con-

flicting position was quickly realised, and conse-

quently a second competition was held in 1959.

Of the twenty-one entries, Altuğ and Behruz

Çinici’s project was given first prize.43 As stated in

the Jury Report, the prime reason for its selection

was its success in the utilisation of the site, as well

as its architectural competence, through which

the three main components of the given

programme—the academic centre, the dormitories

and faculty guest-houses, and the related social

amenities—were successfully elaborated.44 The

competition was concluded on the 21st of August,

1961, and on the 15th of October the Çinicis

signed a contract that included the Faculty of Archi-

tecture as the first complex of the campus and the

creation of the Campus Master Plan.45 The Faculty

of Architecture complex was of extreme signifi-
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Figure 4. A university is

a society, sketch by

Johan Otto von

Sprekelsen, c. the

1950s (source:

M. Balamir Archives).
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Figure 5a. Forestation

and the early

landscaping of the site,

c. the 1960s (source:

The METU Archives).

Figure 5b. The first

forest festival, students

and the staff planting

trees (source: The METU

Archives).

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

O
rt

a 
D

og
u 

T
ek

ni
k 

U
ni

ve
rs

ite
si

] 
at

 1
0:

23
 2

9 
A

ug
us

t 2
01

5 



cance, as it was regarded as the genesis of the METU

Project for several reasons:

The school, the first to be established at METU in

October 1956, is considered with all the elements

of design and technique which aim to contribute

to the improvement of our man-made environ-

ment, and seeks to provide its graduates with

the ability to understand and integrate these

technical factors with the natural surroundings

and human needs, that they may serve society

better through the improvement of living con-

ditions.46

Since the construction of its first building, the

campus had obtained all the necessary architectural

tools to be identified as a landmark of Modernism in

Turkey. In particular, the construction process illus-

trated an overarching emphasis on one of Moder-

nity’s most basic premises – engineering the

society in accordance with the taming of nature

(Fig. 5a, b). Above all, however, the infrastructure

and the architecture with landscaping illustrated

how social aspects of modernity could be utilised

to overcome some of the shortcomings of modern

design attitudes. Perhaps such a complex infrastruc-

ture was one of the first implications at that scale

due to its immense capacity to include a network

of irrigation lines for the landscaping, a complex

sewer system, an advanced water purification

system and an environmentally friendly central

heating system, all of which were encapsulated

within a network of tunnels that systematically

embraced the entire site.

The network of tunnels brought more to the

campus than mere technical capacity in that it rep-

resented a new instrument in the modernist

cognitive world, being utilised first to tame the

given barren land, and then to regulate the con-

struction site for further architecture and landscap-

ing. In a similar fashion, both the architecture and

landscaping were then overlaid with the infrastruc-

ture blueprints so as to complete the envisioned

scenario for the METU Project; however, the layout

of the main pedestrian walkway, the alley, was

designed as the prime instrument for the regulation

of the Master Plan to bring order to what was visible

on the surface. If the word ‘tunnel’ was considered a

good embodiment of how the land had to be regu-

lated in order to maintain a ‘healthy, ordered and

green’ system, the word ‘alley’ was of extreme

significance for the same reason.

This was exactly what was required of Modernist

urbanism—that the modern concept of architecture

had to promote social utility and functional perform-

ance for the sake of the urban community and, in

this respect, the pedestrian alley was regarded as

the core of an emerging communal life. The alley

indeed affirmed that architectural elements were

instruments for the elaboration of a comprehensive

urbanism, of which the sense of community was an

important part. Through the creation of an almost

three-dimensional network, the alley was to regu-

late the surface and to indicate where the teaching

facilities and social amenities had to be located. It

also served to regulate a pedestrian network over

an intense landscape, supported by a variety of

architectural elements such as arcades to connect

the facilities, pools for recreation and lawns for

gathering, all of which are regarded as a prerequisite

for a desirable community (Fig. 6a, b). In short, both

the tunnels and the pedestrian walkway, the alley,
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were designed in such a way as to regulate the

entire barren land in an orderly fashion. With all

the implications of modern urbanism, it was in fact

to engrave a code of conduct with the sole

purpose of engineering communal life.

Needless to say, the elements of Modern Architec-

ture were carefully blended within that desired code

of conduct, both spatially and socially; and thus

architecture played an essential role in shaping the

entire campus over the years that were to follow.

The systematic and almost technical placement of

first the infrastructure, that of the buildings, court-

yards and arcades in the orderly layout of a very

complex grid system; the memorable use of flat

roofs, band windows and exposed concrete and

brick surfaces; the flow of open and closed spaces

into one another with the aid of the transparency

provided through large glass surfaces and certain

walls—were just some of the qualities where the

familiar codes of Modern Architecture were mani-

fested. However, the end product, being the

METU Campus we know today, indicates that it

was not an implication of an international style,

but rather a local interpretation of the Modern

Movement. It is obvious that Modern Architecture

did not redeem the overall society, but it was a

very important proposition: being holistic and extre-

mely preoccupied with the future.

With all the futuristic implications embedded in its

spatial attributes, METU’s Modern Architecture was

reflected thoroughly within the campus; which was

truly original and European in essence. Whilst

perhaps seeming paradoxical, the initiation was

certainly a UN Project and the United States played

a pivotal role in shaping the METU Project from

the very beginning. This binary influence made the

METU Project a unique Modernist trial, being Euro-

pean in principle and American in practice. In

other words, it reflected the American vision of uni-

versity campuses in a pragmatic sense and yet was

also a true representation of European Modernism

in its social engineering of the environment. In this

respect, it is no coincidence that METU quickly

became a special community in Turkey’s radically

changing political climate after the 1960s, being

regarded as one of the prime institutions in which

political engagement, as well as social responsibility

amongst its staff and students, was of supreme

importance; and since that time METU has been

recognised as one of the core think-tanks of the

leftist intelligentsia.

The final accord; the METU Project

The METU Project can be discussed on several levels

in respect to different historiographical perspectives.

One way is to follow the traces of this drastic trans-

formation and to decipher the post-war policies of

the United Nations, as well as Turkey’s political will

to develop as a third-world nation. There is consen-

sus among historians that following the Second

World War Turkey’s desire for Modernism and its

expected role in the region paved the way for

METU, according to which the most expected

notion of the university campuses was regarded as

a new model to enter the Turkish context.

However, the METU Project requires a much more

complex inquiry, one that questions this historical

development in a more general theoretical frame-

work of environmental historiography. Perhaps

Tafurian in its methodology, the context should be
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Figure 6a. Architectural

tools and the

landscaping of the site,

c. the 1960s (source:

The METU Archives).

Figure 6b. Architectural

tools: arcades and pools

(source: The METU

Archives).
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studied taking into account all the

overlapping layers, from politics to architecture,

calling for a complex inquiry that renders a symbiotic

metamorphosis of nature and society as a social

process.

Accordingly, our interaction with the METU

environment should be understood through the

elements of politics as the most assertive realm of

change, being thoroughly instrumental in nature’s

formations. Politics not only transforms nature, but

also fabricates a cultural sphere by which such trans-

formations are either ideologically recognised or dis-

crete. The METU Project in this context presents a

similar cultural sphere by which social programmes

and their spatiality reflect Turkey’s political choices.

The reconstruction of the bozkir in and around the

city of Ankara and the related social projects serve

to decipher the state’s ideologies in an imagined

environment. Therefore, the new historiography

aims to answer such critical questions of how, and

to what extent, the ideal landscape was effective,

and more importantly, how it was presented rela-

tionally with architecture through practices, per-

formances and appearances.

Within the above-mentioned premises, one may

conclude that the influence of North American

urbanisation policies and land development strat-

egies were translated into the modern language of

Turkish Modernism. This was not merely a theoreti-

cal implementation, but also an actual mental

migration of selected people. To date, nothing has

been published either on the history of this

school’s establishment or its influence on Turkish

architectural culture. Little has been articulated

about the academic attributes of this institution

and the preparation of its curriculum, which led to

the establishment of a highly influential social

environment in the Middle East. Not only is there

the forgotten history of the formation of its pro-

gramme; no research has been carried out to date

related to the planning of the campus and its archi-

tecture, which now covers an area of 1,000,000m2

in built area and accommodates a daily population

of 35,000 people. Designed by Altuğ and Berhuz

Çinici, this complex in fact reflects in subtle detail

the internationality of its programme and the

regional interpretation of modernity in Turkish archi-

tectural culture at large.

The unique and the elegant architecture of the

first faculty building at METU can be read as the

physical manifestation of this statement and of all

the above-mentioned tools for the transformation

of this barren land. It is designed as a building

complex where the central alley transforms into

small courtyards, around which the educational

units and instructors’ offices are located. These

courtyards not only provide light to the adjacent

spaces, but also give a perfect sense of orientation

with their ultimate transparency. Transparency is

understood here both in its ‘literal’ and ‘phenom-

enal’ sense, as the main façades, the arcade and

the courtyards of the building complex connect all

of the interior spaces to each other, and make the

surrounding landscape visible through them. As

the large glass surfaces transform the cubical

masses of the faculty building into flooding

volumes, the explicit open plan of the interior inten-

sifies the visual and physical continuity of the spaces.

Besides the familiar codes of High Modernism, such

as flat roofs, large glass surfaces, whitewashed or

100

‘A University is a society’: an

environmental history of the

METU ‘campus’
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D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

O
rt

a 
D

og
u 

T
ek

ni
k 

U
ni

ve
rs

ite
si

] 
at

 1
0:

23
 2

9 
A

ug
us

t 2
01

5 



exposed concrete surfaces and the elimination of

ornamentation, there are very subtle details that

can be perceived as reminiscent of a well-estab-

lished Bauhaus tradition (Fig. 7).

Although designed in the 1960s, not only its

architecture but also its academic curriculum indi-

cates the strong co-existence of the critical aspects

of a self-styled, ‘third-hand’ Bauhaus influence

with the architectural expression of a local dimen-

sion. Therefore, further questions need to be

raised related to both the campus environment

and the architectural programme that led to its cre-

ation so as to illuminate the material evidences of

the ‘old Bauhaus paradigm’. As exemplified in the

‘simplicity’, ‘functionality’ and ‘practicality’ of its

architectural programme, the influence of the con-

cealed Bauhaus legacy must also be studied, or in

better terms, embodied, into a larger framework

conditioned and shaped by a neglected ‘project of

modernity’ in Turkey.
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Hikayesi (Ankara, METU Press, 1998).

46. School of Architecture (from METU’s Prospectus,

1960, p.5).

106

‘A University is a society’: an

environmental history of the

METU ‘campus’
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