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The Lived Spatiality of Ankara (1935-
1950) through the Memories of its 
Citizens1

Serpil Özaloğlu
Middle East Technical University

Abstract

As the capital of the young Turkish Republic, founded in 1923, Ankara was one of the 
few cities among its contemporaries that was constructed with a great deal of planning. 
It was the symbol of the nation-state and the modernisation of the city’s culture and 
environment was one of the principal objectives in the Early Republican period. In 
this chapter, the transformation of urban culture is traced through the everyday life of 
the inhabitants and the lived spatiality through both the new and the old districts of 
the city. While discussing lived spatiality in order to analyse the transformation of ur-
ban culture, I refer to three aspects: everyday life, the history-memory relationship and 
bodily practices. The larger part of the research project is based on memory. Written 
documents, newspapers, literary constructions, memoirs and interviews with the elder-
ly inhabitants of the city are the main sources. This chapter is based on the information 
obtained from interviews. It can be deduced from this study that Ankara was a fruitful 
medium for the creation of a modern urban culture between 1935 and 1950 and that 
the middle social groups were the main actors in this transformation process. 

Ankara, planlanarak inşa edilmiş ender başkentlerden biridir. Başkentin modernleşmesi 
Erken Cumhuriyet Dönemi’nin hedeflerinden biriydi. Makalede kentsel kültürün dönü-
şümü, Ankaralıların günlük yaşamları ve mekansal pratikleri açılarından incelenmekte-
dir. Adı geçen mekanlar ve binalar kentin hem yeni hem de eski veya geleneksel mahalle-
lerinde yer almaktadır.
Mekansal pratikten anlaşılan, kentin kamusal alanlarında yer alan tüm mekansal de-
neyimler ve toplumsal ilişkilerdir. İlişkisiz ve önceden planlanmamış gibi görünen olay-
ları birbirine toplumsal ve fiziksel olarak bağlayan şey dönemin baskın olan söylemidir. 
1930ların ve 1940ların Ankara’sında baskın olan söylem modernleşmedir. Bu çalışmada 
kentsel kültürün dönüşümünü mekansal pratikler aracılığıyla incelerken üç önemli başlık, 
günlük yaşam, tarih-bellek ilişkisi ve bedensel pratiklerdir. 
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Kent kültürü, günlük yaşam ve mekansal pratikler aracılığıyla, kendini kentin kamusal 
alanlarında açıkça gösterir. Dönüşüm sürecindeki bir kentin analizi yalnızca mimarisi ve 
kentsel mekanlarının fiziksel özellikleriyle sınırlandırılmamalıdır. Bu mekanları kulla-
nanların yaşam biçimleriyle, mekansal ve bedensel pratikleriyle birlikte bir bütün olarak 
değerlendirilmelidir. Böylece kentsel mekanlara ve yerlere atfedilen anlam mekansal kul-
lanım biçimlerini de kapsayacak, kentsel kültürün ve mekanın toplumsal olarak üretilme-
siyle ilişkilendirilecektir.
Kent kültürünü dönüştürenler yalnızca elit bir kesim değil, mütevazı bir yaşam süren 
diğer toplumsal gruplardır da. Ankara’da modern yaşam biçiminin yavaş yavaş benim-
senmesi yalnızca ulus devletin kuruluş tarihinde yer alan mekanlar aracılığıyla olmaz. 
Kültürel mekanlar (Sergievi, tiyatrolar, sinemalar, halk evleri), eğlence/dinlence yerleri 
(parklar, kahveler, restoranlar), çarşılar, “asfalt” ya da bulvarlar, mahalleler günlük ya-
şamın mekanlarıdır. Yeni mekansal ve bedensel pratikler buralarda yeşerir. Yeni/modern 
çevrelerin yanısıra, eski ve kendiliğinden gelişen bölgeler de dönüşüm sürecinde eşit dere-
cede yer alır.
Dönüşüm, ne geleneksel ne de modern olarak sınıflanamayacak olan aradaki durumların 
analizini yapabilmek amacıyla kullanılan kaynaklarla doğrudan ilişkilidir. Araştırma-
da bellek temel alınmıştır. Yazılı belgelerin yanısıra, gazetelerden, edebi kaynaklardan, 
anılardan ve 1935-50 arasını Ankara’da yaşamış eski Ankaralılarla yapılan söyleşilerden 
yararlanılmıştır. Bu makale ise söyleşiler üzerinden yazılmıştır. Yapılan analize göre An-
kara, seçilen dönemde modern kentsel bir kültürün yaratılabilmesine ya da var olanın 
modern bir kent kültürüne dönüştürülebilmesine olanak sağlayan bir ortam sunmaktadır. 
Bu kültürün yaratılmasında en büyük pay, orta sınıfa ait olduğunu söyleyebileceğimiz top-
lumsal gruplarındır.

Introduction

Ankara was declared the capital of the country with the foundation of the Republic of 
Turkey in 1923. The Early Republican period was a nation-building period that aimed 
at making the country modern. Ankara became the symbol of this aim. Its physical 
environment was subject to a rapid transformation which continued almost until the 
end of the Second World War. This period was part of the grand narrative of nation 
building.

Urban culture clearly manifests itself in urban public spaces through everyday life and 
lived spatiality. All social groups are the main agents in the transformation of urban 
culture. In Ankara, the gradual appropriation of modern life styles took place in the 
urban public spaces but these spaces did not have to be part of the grand narrative of 
nation-building.
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The theoretical framework of this study is based on the interaction of everyday life2, the 
history-memory relationship3, and bodily practices4. These three subjects are referred to 
while discussing lived spatiality in the context of the transformation of urban culture in 
the 1930s, the 1940s and the beginning of the 1950s in Ankara.

In this study, the two main concepts, everyday life and lived spatiality, are defined with 
reference to Henri Lefebvre’s work. However, the definitions have to be adapted to the 
context of the research, because the modern society paradigm of industrially developed 
countries does not fit the preindustrial society of the young Republic of Turkey. All the 
inhabitants of the city, from all social groups, participated together in urban life and 
culture. “Everyday life is a conscious or unconscious revolt against the institutionalized 
way of living in the city, and it becomes an art of living. Then ‘ambiguity’ is an essential 
category of everyday life”5. Since it does not have a definite structure, it is difficult to 
analyze and classify things which take place in everyday life; but this is what transforms 
and makes modern urban culture.

Lived spatiality is defined as the totality of spatial practices and social relations which 
take place in urban public spaces. The “whole” also implies a “discourse” which binds the 
seemingly unrelated, unstructured social and physical environments or urban events6. 
In the context of the Ankara of the 1930s and the1940s, the dominant discourse is 
modernisation. In this chapter, the everyday life of the inhabitants is combined with 
the spatial practices and is analyzed through practices in public or urban spaces. In this 
context, the signs of societal modernisation are obtained from the lived spatiality in the 
spaces of leisure, recreation, culture, and shopping, and in community life in the dis-
tricts. The criteria for being a modern individual are hidden in the key words of famil-
iarity, triviality, (the) mundane and (the) ordinary (things of everyday life), fragmented 
(identities, lives), ambiguity. The criteria for the modernisation of individuals’ life 
styles with respect to lived spatiality are: being an individual in an urban environment 
without the constraints of a traditional social web; the practice of social urban/public 
spaces without being under the control of the family, neighbours or other traditional 
social relations; participation in urban entertainment, cultural places regardless of level 
of income which are manifestations of modern individual behaviour.

According to Lefebvre, lived experience is made up from the everyday relations be-
tween human beings7. The relationship between space and the formation of memories 
is defined when space is taken not only as a physical but also as a social space. A space 
offers the most favourable conditions for memories to be conserved; and for collective 
thought to be formed and represented. Social space is placed outside of durée [dura-
tion] by its social aspect8. Social space necessarily has a defined period of time. In the 
case of the absence of social space, a society will not find a base on which to found its 
identity9. Parallel to this assertion, “[...] is the concept of space as a practiced place”10. 
Simultaneous collective memories regarding urban life are founded in public urban 
spaces. The interaction of different social groups and strata takes place in public spaces. 
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Reference to oral and written memories makes it easier to clarify the effect of physical 
space on social transformation mechanisms.

According to Halbwachs, rituals and cults have two main components: space and bodily 
practices, which have been part of continuing traditions from the previous generations 
to the next11. According to Tanyeli, in modern societies, architecture becomes a tool for 
new social programmes to become legitimate and gain approval. Both the definition of 
modernity by means of objects and the introduction of spaces and equipment for the 
modernisation of urban life are acts seen in the Early Republican period of Turkey. Pub-
lic spaces are introduced with this objective during this period (for example, the train 
station, Halkevi [People’s House]12, exhibition buildings and parks)13. In this research, 
bodily practices are limited to the practice of public spaces and segregation or non-seg-
regation according to gender differentiation.

In the case of Ankara, four types of documents are used in the research: oral and written 
memories, newspaper articles of the period 1935-1950, and three novels, the first and 
second being written just before and the third during that period. For collective, social 
and individual memories a series of interviews was realized with the elderly inhabitants 
who were witnesses of the period14. This chapter is based on the information obtained 
from these interviews.

Public spaces are analysed in relation to memory and lived spatiality. Memory - space 
relations are referred to, with the purpose of clarifying the theoretical basis of the meth-
od used in the study. Individual memories of the interviewees are part of their social 
frameworks and they expressed this, whilst they were talking about the past, either by 
referring to their family, friends or professional circles. The memories were told today, 
in 2005, 2006. However, some of the memoirs and newspaper articles are materials 
from the period 1935-1950.

Interviewees are from middle social groups15. The reason for their selection is that in 
current studies of the period between 1920s and 1950s, the middle social groups are 
absent. While conducting the interviews, a snowball sampling method was used. The 
interviews were face-to-face, in depth, semi-structured, with open-ended questions 
(See Appendix A). The interviews were tape recorded (with two exceptions) with the 
permission of the interviewees and the transcription has been made by the researcher. 
Gender balance was kept with the participation of 10 men and 8 women16.

In total 18 interviews were made. The number of interviews was not predetermined, 
however; spaces in the memories and the stories became recurrent despite the fact that 
interviewees were from various social circles. After consulting researchers who conduct 
studies by using interviews, the number of interviews was found to be sufficient for 
analysis based on “snowball sampling”17. The educational level of people ranged from 
secondary and high school students to university graduates. Every interview had its 
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own direction and rhythm. For each session, half a day (morning or afternoon) was 
needed. The order of the questions changed according to the course of the interviews. 

The aim during each specific session was first to set a general frame (without details) 
to obtain general information in order to have a relation with other sessions, about 
urban spaces, spatial practices and the general approach to the individual’s everyday 
life. Then specific questions were asked. During the sessions the interviewees said that 
they were pleased to be a part of the study, and that their opinions and memories were 
sought. The researcher always had visual material (a small collection of photographs of 
old Ankara) during the interviews. The collection was rarely used (just twice), when 
the sessions were not as fluent as they could have been, to solve the problem18. Except 
for two of the interviewees, no health related problems were experienced. One of them 
had difficulty in speaking (Parkinson’s disease), the other got excited and had a heart 
problem. We stopped for a while, had our drinks and biscuits, and continued after he 
calmed down.

After transcribing the tapes of the interviews, the second step was to create texts from 
the material. Two texts were obtained by cut and paste technique, by juxtaposing some 
sections from the interviews for them to be used for the analysis of everday life and 
public spaces. The first aimed to obtain the story of the reccurring spaces, therefore 
descriptive narrations were chosen and juxtaposed. The second text was intended to get 
the story of everyday life. Then the texts were evaluated according to certain themes. In 
the interviewees’ memories, reoccuring spaces were not only residential districts, shop-
ping areas, picnic areas, or work places which have been (traditional) public places but 
also newly introduced public spaces and places which had been frequented by the inter-
viewees at different stages of their lives (childhood, youth, adulthood). In general, these 
were restaurants, taverns, cinemas, theatres, pastry shops, boulevard cafes, parks and 
play grounds, squares, popular strolling routes, the location of which changed as the 
city transformed, changed or developed. In the research recurrent public places were 
examined under the themes/titles of spaces of entertainment and culture, commercial 
activity, recreation, gender relations, and strolling activity.

The Case: Ankara

While studying the three main sources mentioned above, the following hypotheses 
were formulated:

-	 Gradual appropriation of a modern life style takes place in urban public spaces but 
these spaces do not have to be part of the grand narrative of nation-building, such as 
ministry and other government buildings, or other public buildings like the train sta-
tion, stadium, etc.
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-	 Cultural places (Sergievi [art galleries], theatres, cinemas, Halkevi), recreation places 
(parks, coffee shops, restaurants), shopping areas, the boulevard districts are all spaces 
of everyday life and new spatial and bodily practices flourish in these spaces.

-	 The routine modernising agent of urban life style is hours of work, in addition to new 
urban spaces. New urban spaces and the public realm are not the spaces of monumen-
tal representations of the Republic.

-	 The reality of the city shelters the new/modern, the old, and the spontaneously devel-
oping urban environments which were the setting of societal transformations.

Occurrence of daily life in Ankara

The variety of public spaces was not rich in Ankara before or after the foundation of the 
Republic. The public places were coffee houses, restaurants, pastry shops, muhallebici 
[dairy shops], and one bar19. Hotels, in addition to accommodation, offer entertain-
ment services both to the visitors and the inhabitants. Although the variety of public 
spaces does not seem to be rich and the use of spaces is based on gender differentiation, 
we find two contradictory news items on recreation and night-life in Ankara, in Janu-
ary 1923 and in January 1924, just after the foundation of the Republic20. The one in 
1923 was written by a French journalist and according to the news, at 7 p.m., Ankara 
was a dead city. On the contrary, in 1924, in the “Times”, it was described how a per-
son could enjoy a night in Ankara: “There is a perfect restaurant in every way. In the 
evenings, dance and opera music are played. It even has an American bar with high 
chairs. One can enjoy time there and then go to the cinema afterwards.” This means 
that neither the first news item nor the second one was a general evaluation, because the 
impression changed according to the user’s experience of the public spaces in the city 
according to the rhythm of his/her daily life.

Tracing out the transformation of everyday life from the sources of 
the period (1935-1950)

The “Ulus” newspaper gives basically two messages to the researcher. Until 1938, the 
city of Ankara was under the influence of the building of a nation-state and also subject 
to the physical construction of a new modern city. Within the framework of this study, 
the news pieces in the newspaper are categorized as:

•	 Urban and architectural constructions in the city;

•	 Modern life style in the city;

•	 Ongoing traditional life style in the city;

•	 Use of the new public spaces under the titles of formal ceremonies, institutional use 
of space (like educational places –faculties, departments, civil/social organizations).
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By the Second World War and the death of Atatürk in 1938, news items on the city 
and urban life took less space in the newspapers. On the other hand, in the interviews 
with the older inhabitants, 1938 was not mentioned as a threshold or a rupture in their 
memories but there was continuity before and after 1938. The life styles and the physi-
cal environment did not change simultaneously. But people’s daily life was gradually 
enriched by the use of new public spaces.

Individual and social memories: Interviews

Interviews with the older inhabitants of Ankara consisted of their individual and col-
lective memories. Individual memories also have social frameworks21; social time and 
social space tie the individual memory to the physical space, and install the “timeless” 
physical space within a context which limits its existence22.

There were various social groups (professional groups, district groups –“mahalleli”–, 
cultural hobby groups, sport groups, etc.,) in which the interviewees participated dur-
ing the period of the study. It is notable that in different fields of life, like recreation, 
professional life, and intellectual life, the names of spaces and places recurred often 
in people’s memories. These spaces are mnemonic places for the city. There are recur-
ring types of behaviours and attitudes. These people are elderly people and what they 
remember is usually the positive part of their lives. They all claim that they had a happy 
life in Ankara until the end of the 1940s. Then they generally claim that their life style 
and the city itself changed by the time of the 1950 elections. 

All the interviewees lived in the central districts of Ankara23. Mostly they lived in the 
traditional type of house. But there were those who lived in newly built houses too. In 
terms of the physical environment of the residential areas (topography of memory), the 
interviewees did not remember shanty towns (gecekondu) near the central parts of the 
city in the 1940s – which contradicts the news items and the articles in the newspa-
pers24. However they did talk about the housing shortage.

Loci in memory can be classified into two parts, according to childhood and adult 
memories. Recurrent spaces in childhood memories were mostly playgrounds. Recur-
rent spaces in adult memories were varied and can be classified under a number of sub-
titles. These classified spaces are also in harmony with the theoretical framework of 
the study, because they contain activities which are mostly outside the routine of daily 
life. The boundries between childhood and youth memories, and also youth and adult 
memories remain blurred. The childhood period can be classified either according to 
the activities that the interviewees remember or according to their statement which 
starts with “when I was a child...”
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Childhood Memories

In childhood memories, the activities were both spontaneous (hide and seek) and orga-
nized (bicycle races of which the routes were published in the newpaper). This shows 
that some public activities in the city were organized by a civic initiative, i.e. within the 
public sphere. The rhythm of activities was daily (feeding pigeons), seasonal (skating or 
flying a kite), yearly and in organized periods (theatre and music courses in the Halkevi, 
a parachute tower, riding a horse, using the rifle range). The urban spaces like play-
grounds (streets, roads, fields) and for entertainment, were extended to almost all of 
Yenişehir, the new district of the city. The defined place, which is in today’s city center, 
was the garden of Himaye-i Etfal (Turkish Red Cross). However it was still a district 
life and the city was a safe place for children both during the day and night time. The 
rhythm of the activities implies that urban spaces were part of children’s everyday life 
all through the year.

In one of the traditional old districts of Ankara, for one interviewee the playground was 
the alley in front of the mescit, a small mosque. Her grandfather was also the imam of 
the mosque. She experienced a kind of rural life in the city because they had a place for 
the grandfather’s donkey at home, and they used to go to the grandfather’s vineyards 
(Samanlık Bağları) in the summer in Cebeci. She did not play on the road but in the 
garden which three other neighbours’ houses looked onto. It was spatially more lim-
ited, and controllable by the parents when compared to the children’s playground in 
Yenişehir. At home they had a radio and the sisters used to listen to radio sketches for 
entertainment. On weekends, they used to take the train from Kurtuluş to go to Çiftlik 
(the farm, Atatürk Orman Çiftliği, AOÇ).

The same lady remembered how she used to go to the theatre (Üçüncü Tiyatro or Operet 
Sahnesi) to watch puppets (Hacivat’la Karagöz) on Sundays with her three younger 
sisters and her friends and that they went by themselves. This was a form of urban en-
tertainment. And with her mother and her friends, she used to go to Şehir Bahçesi (a 
park), although they were closer to Hacettepe Park. She remembered Şehir Park as a 
beautiful place. She also remembered the garden of the Evkaf Apartments as a very big 
garden with big trees and a lot of flowers; and the park of the National Assembly build-
ing (Meclis Parkı) that they used to visit frequently. But she also found the road going 
to the traditional marketplace beautiful.

Other interviewees remembered their childhood playgrounds in the residential dis-
tricts. Whether modern or traditional, spatially their everydaylife consisted of their 
physical environment which was close to their homes.
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Adult memories

Loci in memory: public parks and outdoor recreation spaces

Women were given special importance in the Early Republican Period. Their images 
in the newspapers or periodicals and magazines were implicitly the images of modern 
Turkey25. The institute for girls in Ankara was for educating the girls to be modern 
“housewives”26. The changing position of women in a modernizing society has been 
the subject of studies about the Early Republican period. Therefore, to start with the 
women’s memories is appropriate in order to find out how they were part of urban life 
in the city.

For the interviewees who were housewives, social life was mostly between women. 
They remembered life in the district as a pleasant one. They described the relationship 
between neighbours with the words “unity”, “loyalty”, “affection”, “warmth”, “cordial-
ity”. The traditional type of neighbourhood consisted of families from different income 
groups and social status. The poor were taken care of without intimidating them. There 
was solidarity between neighbours.

Urban spaces in the interviewees’ memory were parks, two routes and a boulevard27 
(Figs. 1-3). Esenpark, which is vividly present in childhood and adult memories, was 
a public place to go to, both for entertainment and, during the day, to have tea and 
see the view of Ankara. It was also a place to listen to traditional types of Turkish mu-
sic, for men, women and children, both for families and single people. However, Gar 
Gazinosu29, which is a modern entertainment place, was, as one woman interviewee 
said, a place for men. Every interviewee who had a memory concerning Esenpark, said 
that they were very sorry that the place had been demolished and that the municipality 
building had been constructed there.

Fig. 1
Strolling on the streets.
Source: “Ulus Gazetesi”, 10 June 1938

Fig. 2
Yenisehir.
Source: “Ulus Gazetesi”, 10 June 
1938

,
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Hacettepe Park, was a modern version of the traditional picnic areas (mesire yeri). It 
contained walkways, designed green areas, flower beds, sculptures and pools. People 
frequented the place either at weekends, or for eating their lunch if their working place 
was close to it or during the day or at summer nights with friends, with the family, 
women with children. These two parks, Esenpark and Hacettepe Park, were urban green 
areas. Both of them acted as places for traditional social practices. And here rules of 
segregation between men and women were not applied. These two parks, as repeated 
often in the interviewees’ memories, were popular public places, but the park that was 
situated at the back of Turkish National Assembly was also mentioned without giving 
any description of it.

Wandering around for recreation in an urban environment, without any specific aim, 
may or may not have ended up with going in a park; or going to a park may have been 
the specific aim for the wanderer30. Urban parks were one category of public space and 

Fig. 3
Hacettepe Parkı, 1951.
Source: photograph of the interviewees.
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offered the inhabitant three different types of environment: a controlled area, with 
some natural environment; a social environment for various activities which might 
change during the day, afternoon and night times for both men and women and various 
age groups; an informal educational place in terms of bodily practices for both sexes in 
the city.

In the memories of the interviewees ceremonies of national events were not mentioned 
at all. In literature, there is little information about Esenpark, which had more func-
tions than a normal urban park. In addition to frequently given traditional Turkish 
music concerts, public executions were carried out in front of the park at dawn. People 
who had been there for concerts had also been there to watch executions. “Criminals 
guilty of murder were hanged there,” are words of an interviewee which reflect his alien-
ation from the idea and practice of capital punishment28.

In the park, there were shops which were rented out to bring in income for the munici-
pality. Those who could not go by themselves (whether very young children, teenagers 
or the very old) used to listen to the music which came from the park from their homes, 
even during the day. Concerts and recreation in the park enriched their lives. The music 
which was listened to from far away (at home) even helped them to feel at peace.

Loci of memory: places for commercial activity 

The interviews draw a picture of a modern city with its boulevard cafés, sport and cul-
tural facilities, cosy districts, green streets, public transport, bazaars [shopping places], 
eating places. Between 1930 and 1940, progress was evident in the physical urban de-
velopment of the city.

The memories of the interviewees clarify that Ulus was the centre of commercial ac-
tivity and its surroundings had various commercial characteristics during the period. 
Traditional craftsmen and tradesmen kept their workplaces and sold traditional con-
sumer goods mostly in Hamamönü. However, Ulus was undergoing a transformation 
on both its Anafartalar Street and Bankalar Street with the arrival of new consumer 
products (according to the rules of supply and demand) (Figs. 4-6). All the activity 
was around Ulus towards Samanpazarı and towards the Zincirli Mosque. Bankalar 
Street, in the afternoon, after work was finished, was full of young women strolling 
and window shopping, as one of the women interviewees who worked at Ulus said. 
Another one described the location of a hat maker and said, “Women would not go out 
without hats”. Hamamönü was the traditional shopping area. Ulus had shops which 
also sold imported products from Europe. Ulus was mentioned by all the interviewees, 
one of them having been a tradesman there. He talked about the period between 1935 
and 1945. He remembered the names of the shops and the tradesmen who were his 
friends. While describing the shops, he also provided the location of a national lot-
tery kiosk, and the place of the Ulus cinema. Towards the Zincirli Mosque, he said, 
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Fig. 5
Advertisements for women in the newspaper. 
Source: “Ulus”, 23 August 1944.

Fig. 6
Commercial activity in a shanty town; a 
pedlar in Telsiz Distric.
Source: “Ulus”, 11 October 1938.

Fig. 4
Modern commercial activity.
Source: “Ulus”, 3 February 1935.
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“there were two sportswear and equipment stores, Florya and Kamelya. There was a han 
(large commercial building) called Mühendis Hanı. The owners of the han were the Koç 
family.”31 From his account, Ulus was rich in terms of the variety of shops and stores. 
He mentioned Samanpazarı in detail, where traditional crafts were located (copper-
smiths, urgancılar [ropemakers], semerciler [packsaddle makers], kalaycılar [tinsmiths], 
çarıkçılar [rawhide sandal makers]). Both craftsmen and tradesmen were from different 
ethnic groups and from different cities. (The drapery sector was in the hands of the 
Jews; carpet sellers were from Niğde, butchers were Turks, etc.).

Traditional and new consumer goods both met the needs of the clients. Therefore nei-
ther of the places lost popularity and neither lost out to the other. Both of the shopping 
and commercial areas formed part of the routine of the various social groups, either for 
shopping or for wandering around and window shopping.

Loci in memory: public places for cultural activities and 
entertainment

A general classification for the ‘loci in memory’ can be made for places of entertainment 
and cultural activities. For cultural activities, Halkevi, theatres, cinemas, opera theatres 
were the dominant places in the memories of the interviewees. But activities in the uni-
versities and the radio station were also significant in influencing or introducing new 
concepts into people’s everyday lives. The radio was not limited to one specific place 
however but programmes were heard in many locations, including homes and places of 
work. Radio was an intruder in the lives of people from various cultural backgrounds 
and lifestyles. Entertainment places were cinemas, eating places, gazinos, bars, taverns, 
open air spaces like parks and streets, and Halkevi. At a certain point and at a certain 
level, entertainment and some of the cultural activities coincided. Traditional types of 
entertainment continued to form part of the lives of people from every social group.

The number of people from Istanbul employed in government positions and who 
were to promote culture and entertainment in addition to their own jobs, can not be 
stated precisely. They are called “lifestyle carriers” as well, because they had a mission 
of spreading modern/new social manners to the public32. However, to live in Ankara, 
was not their preference but an obligation, because of their responsibility in their job 
for the new government. On the other hand, four of the interviewees, an architect, 
two physicians and a photographer, who were all from Istanbul, preferred to live in 
Ankara. They found that the organization of the city with its professional, cultural and 
entertainment places and shopping areas, was a factor in making the routine of their 
individual life easier.

Halkevi was a very fruitful place for acculturation (Fig. 7)33. People met with others, 
both men and women, who were from outside their familiar social circle (family, neigh-
bourhood). Gender mixture occurred. New manners and bodily practices were experi-
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enced and these were taken to other social milieus where similar people attended. This 
was the role attributed to urban public spaces in modern societies or in societies that 
were “transforming to modern”34.

University faculties contributed to the cultural environment in different places of the 
city, not only through education but also through other activities organized on their 
premises (Fig. 8)35. Among the cultural facilities the Sergievi provided were interest-
ing exhibitions, by which two interviewees were deeply influenced. They decided to 
become architects after visiting an exhibition of German Architecture.

Films (at the Büyük cinema) had premières, and large families, even young girls, used 
to go there dressed as if they were going to the opera. Cinemas were places where both 
men and women of various ages went for recreation and leisure. Going to the cinema 
was a popular entertainment activity in the adults’ memories. It was a tool to expand 
their imagination, and for the transformation process in terms of consumer habits36. 
The clothes they wore were influenced by this activity. Young working women carried 
the fashions into their social life. Tradesmen and artisans at Ulus (tailors, shoemak-
ers, hat makers, textile shops, handbag makers...) benefitted economically. Going to the 
cinema can be categorised, according to Belge’s definition, as entertainment in modern 
societies, because it is independent of domestic life37.

Gazinos, hotels, bars (Figs. 9, 10) and outdoor places of entertainment were part of 
popular culture. In the traditional sense, cambazhane [a kind of circus] (Fig. 11), picnic 
places like Bentderesi, Hatip Çayı, and public parks are the places remembered by the 
interviewees. People from various social groups made these places part of their everyday 
life.

Fig.7
Halkevleri: Places for accul-
turation (examples of modern 
architecture).
Source: “Ulus”, 23 February 
1936

Fig. 8
Poetry session at the Faculty of Law.
Source: “Ulus”, 25 December 1948.
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Concluding remarks on lived spatiality in Ankara

The recollections of the interviewees are reconstructions of the past from the stand-
point of the present. ‘Remembering’ brings the recollections of the past together. The 
locating and the ordering of individuals’ recollections was realized according to their 
social frameworks. Whether institutionalized or not, space was an inseparable part of 
their memories, hence lived spatiality was complementary to both the social and the 
physical organisation of the city.

This approach of analysing subjects with contrasting dualities does not permit an under-
standing of transformation processes that include ‘in-between’ situations, such as a fam-
ily with a traditional life style and using traditional entertainment public places, where 
its members also go to cinema, an activity which was a new practice in the 1930s and 
1940s. Going out to watch a film meant, for the members of the family, that they would 
be together with many people that they did not know, in the same place, for at least two 
hours a week, and often every two weeks. It was thus different from the traditional place 
of entertainment, where people came together with relatives and neighbours and where 
usually there was a gender segregation except for the children. This situation was also 
one of the starting points of acculturation which created ‘in-between’ situations which 
did not fit any kind of classification within the constructs based on contrasting duality, 
such as modern/traditional, new/old, rural/urban, peasant/bourgeois. The locus of ac-
culturation here was the social space of the cinema. However, evaluations and analyses 
based on dualities highlight ruptures and changes that contrast with the continuities 
in urban life. ‘In-between’ situations are disregarded. Ruptures which seem to be the 
consequence of revolutions negate the process of gradual transformation. However, if 
change is evaluated in terms of the experience of space which is made up of the practice 

Fig. 9
Bomonti Garden, Advertisement of a garden 
party.
Source: “Ulus”, 25 June 1948.

Fig. 10
Hotels, bars and taverns.
Source: “Ulus”, 9 May 1946.
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of everyday life in public places, we still see the evidence of a gradual transformation 
process; in other words, breaks and ruptures can not happen immediately because of 
the persistence of the habitual attitudes of people which are nourished by collective and 
individual memory or memories.

Children’s playgrounds, cultural and recreational activities also described as specific ‘in-
between’ situations. Both the traditional and the modern environments were part of 
the children’s everyday life: parks being part of the modern Ankara, and the residential 
environment part of traditional Ankara. Life oscillated in between. The mother did 
not allow the children to go out to play but allowed them to go to the theatre by them-
selves. In the home, traditional food was prepared throughout the year but one of the 
interviewees, when she was a little school girl, said that she ate her lunch outside in the 
restaurant at Ulus with her father who had his workplace there close to her school. It 
was an urban ritual for father and daughter to eat outside and together.

In this research, the specificity of the selected period 1935-1950 is related to the in-
stitutionalization of Republican reforms. The institutionalization of these reforms re-
quired a comparatively settled period after the turbulence of the first ten years of the 
Republic. In addition to the judicial innovations, new architectural spaces were needed 

Fig. 11
Cambazhane (a kind of circus).
Source: “Ulus”, 1 October 1947.
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to reinforce its existence, and thus the public was to get used to its existence by practic-
ing its space.

The reaction of the inhabitants in their life styles to the facilities provided by the state 
for their public and private lives created the transformation process. The type of reac-
tion, taking position either for or against the changes, defined whether it was rapid or 
gradual. The resistance to the changes manifested itself according to the level of the 
needs and the awareness of the social groups. The most specific example was going to 
the gazinos as family, relatives and friends, in order to listen to classical Turkish music, 
which was not part of the cultural politics of the state.

Esenpark can be accepted as a place of resistance in this sense. If an analysis is made, on 
the one hand, a public execution, in the eyes of the public, was the representation of 
state authority and justice in its attempt to enforce social order. From the inerviewees, 
there was no objection to this form of representation. On the other hand, to listen 
to classical Turkish music in an urban park might be considered either a conscious or 
unconscious resistance to the politics of the acculturation of the Republic, because clas-
sical/traditional Turkish music was neither on radio programmes nor in the program-
ming of the conservatoire nor in Halkevi. As it was seen as a reminder of Ottoman cul-
ture, it was deliberately ignored in the state’s cultural policies. In the Şehir Bahçesi and 
the National Assembly Park which were at Ulus, only classical western music or other 
types of western music were played. However, Esenpark filled a gap in this sense.

On the other hand, Esenpark was an appropriate physical environment for the new 
type of bodily practices. With its location and topography, Esenpark was a suitable 
place for contemplating the view looking towards the new city. Going to Esenpark with 
family and friends, with children and without any segregation for women was a new 
urban habit when compared to the traditional entertainments in the city (weddings, 
religious feasts, bayrams, etc.). Esenpark was still a very fresh and an important locus in 
many interviewees’ memory.

Another example of resistance was the presence of intellectuals who decided to live 
in Ankara because it was the symbol of Republican values and the modern city. Their 
resistance was one agent that helped to accelerate the transformation of urban culture. 
They were ahead of their time and appropriating the changes and innovations, they 
evaluated contemporary reality with a critical mind.

The hours of work creating routine in everyday life also acted as a modernizing agent. 
The frequency rate of visits to taverns, restaurants, bars, gazinos and parks also show 
that such activities were a part of the routine for individuals, families and their friends. 
These visits were independent personal decisions. Both factors were influential in trans-
forming the urban culture and the visits constituted the ‘in-between’ situations. How-
ever, the intellectuals’ preference to live in Ankara arose out of their appreciation of the 
facilities provided there by the state. In this case, the routine set up by the state which 
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organized the societal sphere and the social milieu was accepted as something positive. 
It is not possible to classify how much of social life was in fact directed by the state, but 
the public spaces where the cultural activities took place were part of the new type of 
public spaces and buildings introduced by the Republic. Regardless of gender and the 
level of education, there were similar kinds of spatial practices in the same public spaces 
as well. These were: asphalt boulevards, which were called asfalt not only by the inter-
viewees but also in the articles or news items in the “Ulus” newspaper; cinemas, parks, 
commercial areas in Ulus and Hamamönü, and traditional picnic areas. Going to these 
places was a routine in people’s everyday life which was, for the most part, a weekly 
activity: visits to picnic areas were obviously more seasonal.

Ulus Square after the foundation of the Republic was used by the state for national 
celebrations, speeches, and public announcements. But at the same time, inhabitants of 
the residential areas around Ulus used the same space for daily purposes, such as having 
a walk with the family in the afternoons, or as a space to pass through in order to go to 
the shops and the market place; or to sit in a coffee shop or in the park which defined 
its surroundings. So this latter social use displays behaviour patterns (and/or bodily 
practices) which are not at all like the ones evident when people went there for official 
ceremonies or for listening to national speeches. The square was represented by daily 
activities more than by the official ceremonies in the memories of the interviewees. The 
parks, the çarşı, the national buildings such as the buildings of the first and second Na-
tional Assemblies, the banks on Bankalar Caddesi, etc. define the square physically. But 
in addition to these spaces, cinemas, coffee shops, bars, taverns and restaurants were all 
public spaces for the inhabitants. Interviewees had these spaces (loci) in their memory. 
As Lefebvre claims, such spaces have a meaning beyond their physical materiality in 
peoples’ minds. These spaces are spaces of representation38. They can be reconstructed, 
as Halbwachs39 claims, from the present into the past by means of collective memory 
and individual memories which are part of social frameworks and composed of mul-
tiple simultaneous times; memory as one of the parameters of the historical research of 
space helps the researcher to complete its meaning in terms of lived spatiality and bodi-
ly practices. In sum, Ulus showed the characteristics of both representational spaces and 
spaces of representation.

There are some ‘absences’ which become evident through the analysis of these inter-
views. These ‘absences’ are related to the grand historical narrative about the Early Re-
publican Period. The first is the absence in the interviewees’ memories of monumen-
tal public rituals, such as national celebrations on the Ulus Square or in other public 
spaces. The ceremonies in the public realm are things that we learn about either from 
books, films or from other official sources throughout our education. Secondly, there 
was no mention of individual rituals which form part of a modern individual’s everyday 
life. The third absence was Atatürk himself as an authority, both in the recollections of 
the interviewees and also in the newspapers and the memoirs. Fourthly, none of the 
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interviewees spoke about Istanbul, where the modern urban manners and the Western 
life styles were believed to have originated. These absences are indicators that there may 
be other narratives than the grand narrative of the Early Republican Period.

After the mid-1980s, and all through the 1990s, a liberal pluralist discourse became 
dominant in architecture and history writing. In history writing, it is claimed that the 
Early Republican period has always been narrated in Turkey as part of the dominant 
“modernist nation building discourse”. In this discourse the intellectuals in general and 
the bureaucrats in particular are considered as being social engineers with the mission 
of transforming society into a modern and monistic entity. It is claimed that as it is not 
possible to transform a society from above downwards, this history is a constructed 
myth.

This criticism towards the practice of Early Republican period created a dichotomy 
between the pluralist liberal discourse and the nation building discourse in 1990s. Both 
discourses are insufficient to explain the transformation of the urban environment and 
the urban culture in the period being studied. There has to be another discourse to ex-
plain the transformation without taking either the first or the second as the absolutely 
correct explanation. Everyday life and lived spatiality help us here to understand the 
transformation of urban culture. Everyday life and lived spatiality make both the inhab-
itants and the administrative bodies of the state effective factors in the transformation 
process.

Historiographical narratives usually put the emphasis on the new and modern built 
environment, as it is the symbol of modernisation architecturally and spatially. The 
buildings are almost perceived as sculptures and architecture itself becomes the cri-
terion of modernism. Activities which take place in the newly built environment are 
organized activities like celebrations, sporting events, nationally organized exhibitions, 
official openings, like the opening of new departments at faculties in the university, for 
example. In short, things which are the sources of national pride and collective memory 
are emphasized. Less important events and activities are not given any place. Individual 
memories, popular sources like newspapers and other literary constructions, give the 
researcher an opportunity to narrate the same period from the point of view of those at 
the lower echelons of society.

According to the information obtained from individual memories, Ankara, with its 
designed or spontaneously developed public spaces offered an appropriate milieu for 
the transformation of the life style of the inhabitants. Traditional social frameworks, 
(like those concerning fellow countrymen, city dwellers, those from the same religious 
groups, etc.) had gradually given way to modern social frameworks that individuals de-
liberately chose in the city. Gender mixture occurred, new bodily practices flourished, 
interest or hobby groups emerged and a lively public realm was created in the city.
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To sum up, any physically pre-planned city which is in a transformation period should 
be analyzed not only within the limits of its architectural production but has to be 
taken as a whole with the life styles, the experiences of spaces and places and the bodily 
practices of the users which occur in the created environments. Then the meaning at-
tributed to urban spaces and places will not fail to include the contribution provided 
by lived spatiality, which is related to both the social production of space and urban 
culture.
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APPENDIX

QUESTIONNAIRE

Personal information:
1.	 Age, date of birth, place of birth;
2.	 Education level;
3.	 Profession;
4.	 Profession of the father of the interviewee;
5.	 Year of settlement in Ankara (if the interviewee is not native).
6.	 Where did he/she come from to settle in Ankara (if the interviewee is not native)?

Questions concerning childhood memories:
1.	 Where did he/she live in Ankara? (Description of the district and his/her house).
2.	 For the non-natives: If he/she visited the city before the settlement, his/her first im-

pression about the city. 
3.	 For the non-natives: The first impressions when they first came to the city.
4.	 (If he/she has been living since his/her childhood in the city), where did he/she used 

to play?
5.	 If there are specific places he/she remembers, description of the place.
6.	 With whom he/she used to go and play there?
7.	 What are the childhood boundries of the city? 
8.	 The place of the school?
9.	 How did he/she used to go to school – on foot, by bus?
10.	 What and where did the family used to do for recreation and entertainment?
11.	 What and where did the children used to do for recreation and entertainment?
12.	 Were there specific activities he/she participated in outside the family and neigh-

bourhood circle? Where? 

Questions concerning adult memories:
1.	 Where did he/she live in Ankara? Description of the district.
2.	 Did he/she used to pass the time in the district, how and where?
3.	 Where did he/she used to go/stroll/pass the time most frequently in Ankara?
4.	 How does he/she remember this place?
5.	 With whom did he/she used to go there?
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6.	 Recreation places and entertainment activities and places? Description of the activi-
ties and places.

7.	 With whom did he/she used to go there?
8.	 Were there any cultural activities he/she participated in and where? Description of 

the activities and places.
9.	 With whom did he/she used to go there?
10.	 Where did he/she used to go for shopping?
11.	 Working hours? What did he/she used to do between working hours during the day 

(lunch break, if there is a regular lunchhour break, after work in the afternoon)?
12.	 Did he/she have a notion of a week-end? How did he/she used to spend the week-

ends?
13.	 If the interviewee did not work outside: How did she (it is the women who did not 

work outside) how did she pass her day?
14.	 Did she spend time outside the house? If she did, where did she used to go?
15.	 With whom did she used to go there?

Note: The questions asked above are generally formulated questions. During the inter-
views, detailed questions about places, spaces, habits, everyday relations, family and friend-
ship relations, everyday spaces and places, rhythm of use of specific places indicated by the 
interviewee were asked during the course of the interview.




