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Abstract 

Ankara’s Ulus Square has long represented the spatial and ideological core of the Turkish Republic’s modernization 
project. Since 1923, the square and its architecture form a layered urban palimpsest of nation-building where competi-
tions played a key role in shaping both the physical and symbolic dimensions. 
This paper examines two emblematic modernist buildings from mid-century competitions: the Ulus Business Center 
(1952–53) and the 100. Yıl Shop (1967), once central to the square’s civic and commercial life but now facing obsoles-
cence. 
In 2022, a new competition for the 100. Yıl Shop site promoted by Ankara Metropolitan Municipality introduced public 
voting on demolition versus preservation, signaling a shift from technocratic planning to participatory heritage dis-
course. Through these competitions, the paper analyzes how competitions have acted as mechanisms of both construc-
tion and erasure of heritage, revealing the fragility of modernist architecture in politically layered sites. 
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Introduction 

Ankara’s Ulus Square, at the northern end of Atatürk Boulevard, has been the symbolic core of the Republic 

since 1923. Once on the edge of the old city, it quickly became a showcase for state-led modernization, hosting 

key political and cultural functions, layering architectural expressions of shifting political agendas. From early 

Republican ideals to mid-century modernism, many landmarks emerged from state-organized competitions: 

Atatürk Boulevard (1927), Sümerbank (1935), Ulus Business Center (1952–53), and the 100. Yıl (Centenary) Shop 

(1967). Initially conceived as symbols of modernity, these projects are now central to heritage debates in Türkiye, 

where modern architecture remains weakly defined in law and vulnerable to demolition. The 2022 competition 

for the 100. Yıl Shop, which included a public vote on demolition versus reuse, highlights both participatory 

shifts and ongoing conflicts in defining heritage. 

This paper situates Ulus as a case where competitions both construct and erase heritage across a century. It 

situates the square as a case study for the broader challenges of recognizing and negotiating modern heritage, 

drawing on the author’s prior research, archival work, and field studies. 
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Ulus Square as the stage of modernism and nation building in the early years of the Republic 

Ankara, a mid-sized Anatolian town in the Ottoman Empire was chosen to be the capital of newly established 

Turkish Republic in 1923. Ankara’s development was closely tied to the success of the new regime as it was 

envisioned as the ‘display window’ of this vision1 as opposed to Istanbul and everything it represented. Thus, 

modern architecture was introduced as both an effective tool and a symbol of this radical program aimed at 

creating a modern, secular, fully westernized nation away from its own Ottoman and Islamic past.2 

Ankara’s first master plan was commissioned to Carl Christoph Lörcher which started to be implemented in 

1925 where he suggested a new city in the south alongside several cultural institutions and residential amenities 

in Ulus, creating a recreational area Millet Bahçesi (Nation Garden) and spearing the already existing First Grand 

National Assembly (İsmail Hasip Bey; 1915-19) building in Ulus Square.3 Following Herman Jansenn’s plan won 

the invited international competition, it was approved in 1932 and the city kept growing towards southbound 

with Atatürk Boulevard as the main circulation and prestige axis. During this period, state authority was reshap-

ing what was then known as Taşhan Square.4 In 1927, a monument dedicated to Atatürk and the War of Inde-

pendence (Heinrich Krippel) was installed at the square resulting it to stand as a prominent symbol of state 

power and Republican ideals during the formative decades of the Republic, at least until the mid-20th century. 

The demolition of Taşhan in 1936 to construct the Sümerbank headquarters marked a turning point in the 

square’s symbolic and functional evolution. Organized through a state competition and built between 1937 and 

1938 by Martin Elsaesser5, the headquarters embodied the architectural ambitions of the early Republic illustrat-

ing how competitions constructed Republican identity precisely by erasing Ottoman layers (Fig.1). The build-

ing’s bold form, with its concave façade emphasizing the square’s geometry, and its associated store positioned 

Ulus as a center of commerce (Fig.1). Today, this act of erasure and replacement illustrates how competitions 

were instrumental in redefining urban identity, while also reminding us of the layered memories now at stake 

in current preservation debates. 

 

Fig. 1 Ankara, Sümerbank building after the conversion into Ankara Social Sciences University (photo by G. Uzgören, 2019).  
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From national identity to global modernism 

By the mid-20th century, Türkiye’s transition to a multi-party system brought the Demokrat Parti (DP) to power, 

steering the country away from its early Kemalist vision toward a more liberal, market-oriented agenda. In An-

kara, and Ulus Square, this shift materialized through new state-run competitions that embraced international 

modernist aesthetics as Türkiye’s Westernization project moved from a continental-European model toward an 

American-influenced one.6  Turkish architects increasingly adopted the language of international modernism, 

where it became a means of asserting national pride through global integration.7 The Ulus Business Center and 

the 100. Yıl Shop embody this paradigm shift: both conceived through competitions yet shaped by liberal eco-

nomic aspirations transforming Ulus Square from a locus of Republican symbolism into a hub of commercial 

and cultural activity. 

Ulus Business Center (Orhan Bozkurt, Orhan Bolak, Gazanfer Berken; 1954) (Fig 2), was the first high-rise on 

Atatürk Boulevard. Commissioned through a competition organized by the General Directorate of the Retire-

ment Fund (Emekli Sandığı Genel Müdürlüğü), the 14-story complex combined retail spaces and offices, the high 

block serving for the General Directorate of Sports and Youth (Fig.2). The Business Center significantly reshaped 

Ulus Square, its perception, appearance, and function, while influencing the broader urban character of Ankara.8 

Its bold presence, defined by a glass curtain wall and a vertical block structure, symbolized a shift in state power; 

architectural forms now embodied the liberal economy and American influence. The choice of Ulus Square car-

ried additional symbolic meaning, as the square had been central to the founding of the Republic.9 The construc-

tion followed by the removal of the Ministry of Education building just in the south and the relocation of the 

Victory Monument. These interventions, coupled with the Grand National Assembly’s relocation in 1961, dimin-

ished the square’s original role as a locus of state power.  

The momentum continued with the construction of the 100. Yıl Shop, designed by Semra Dikel and Orhan Dikel 

as a competition-winning proposal. The building reinforced Ulus Square’s commercial identity and centrality, 

complementing surrounding landmarks such as Sümerbank and the Ulus Business Center. Constructed on the 

former site of the Millet Garden and located on a prominent corner across from the First Grand National Assem-

bly, the 100. Yıl Shop also reflected the evolving architectural approaches of the 1960s.10 Its design framed the 

Fig.2 Ankara, Ulus Business Center 14-story block and Victory Monument on the left, and its commercial and office block on the 
right (photo by G. Uzgören 2019, 2024). 

 

intersection of two avenues with low-rise blocks, while positioning a taller block toward the rear, a gesture that 

respects the square’s scale and urban fabric. Therefore, once again, competitions mediated both continuity and 

rupture, constructing new identities while erasing older meanings. 
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erty only if considered significant by the Ministry of Culture and Tourism. This vague legal framework has long 

left the identification, registration, and conservation of modern heritage open to debate.12 

The first modernist building in Ulus Square to enter the registry was Sümerbank in 1980. Its later conversion 

into Ankara Social Sciences University in 2016 illustrates how adaptive reuse reshapes the symbolic meanings 

of modernist buildings, layering new institutional functions onto sites of collective memory.13 Broader urban-
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several mid-century modernist landmarks, including the 100. Yıl Shop, and Ulus Business Center to create an 

expanded square around the Victory Monument. Although conceived as a strategy of ‘urban renewal,’ the plan 

effectively endangered the integrity of Ulus Square, erasing competition-winning modernist projects that were 

key to its layered history.15 Opposition quickly emerged, the Ulus Initiative (Ulus Girişimi) together with the 

Chamber of Architects Ankara Branch, organized shopkeepers, artisans, NGOs, and local residents against the 

demolitions. Through weekly meetings and petitions to the Conservation Board, the movement succeeded in 

achieving the registration of the Ulus Business Center in 2010 as a first-degree cultural asset, though other struc-

tures such as the 100. Yıl Shop were excluded from protection.16 The partial recognition of these buildings high-

lights the ongoing fragility of modernist heritage in Ankara: while some icons are saved through citizen activism, 

others remain vulnerable to demolition and redevelopment pressures. 
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Mansur Yavaş, elected in 2019. Under the CHP’s new political approach, principles of participation, transpar-

ency, and democracy were promoted across cities. In architecture and urban design, this translated into a revival 

of competitions.17 Inspired by the series of competitions and public voting practices initiated in Istanbul under 

Ekrem İmamoğlu18 Yavaş sought to apply a similar participatory model to the 100. Yıl Shop site. 

To delve into participation in heritage debates, we go back to 2005 when 1989 Ulus Center Conservation and 

Rehabilitation Plan had been annulled, which redefined the area as the ‘Ulus Historical and Cultural Urban 

Renewal and Development Project Area’19. Proposals included reconstructing the Taşhan on the former 

Sümerbank parcel while calling for the demolition of modernist structures. Civil society organizations, profes-

sional chambers, and the Urban Council resisted these demolitions, arguing that the 100. Yıl Shop should be 

preserved and that its future should be determined through a design competition.20 An ideas competition even-

tually launched by the Ankara Metropolitan Municipality in 2022 leaving the question of demolition or adaptive 

reuse deliberately open.21 Of the 64 submitted projects, most proposed conserving and adaptive reuse. However, 

the process ended with a public vote reduced to a binary choice: preservation and reuse through three prize-

winning projects, or demolition and conversion into an open square. The result was decisive, out of 28,765 total 

votes, 19,959 favored demolition and the creating a square. Critics argued that the participatory process was 

deeply flawed. As Acar notes, the matter was reduced to a ‘multiple-choice’ survey without adequate public 

information; the target group and sample were undefined; and the lack of accompanying publications or forums 

undermined deliberation.22 Despite being framed as participatory, the process functioned more as populist le-

gitimation than as democratic decision-making. As a result, the site once occupied by the 100. Yıl Shop–ironically 

itself built on the footprint of the demolished Millet Garden – was transformed not into an open civic square as 

originally envisioned, but into an urban park (Fig.3). The episode illustrates both the fragility of modernist her-

itage and the paradoxes of participatory rhetoric in contemporary Türkiye: the very competition framework that 

had once generated modernist renewal in Ulus was repurposed to justify its erasure.  

This contradiction becomes even sharper when viewed against recent international heritage policies. In 2025, 

Türkiye got the ‘Ankara: The Planning and Building of a Republican Modern Capital City’ to the UNESCO Tentative 

List, framing the districts of Ulus and Kızılay and the Atatürk Boulevard as key components of the capital’s 

modern heritage.23 Yet, even as the state positions these very areas for potential World Heritage recognition, 

Fig.3 Ankara, 100. Yıl Shop before demolisiton towards Atatürk Boulevard in 2019, the urban green area also referred as Millet 
Garden that replaced 100. Yıl shop in 2023 (photo by G. Uzgören, 2019, 2024). 
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landmark modernist works within Ulus Square – such as the 100. Yıl Çarşısı – have been demolished through 

contested local processes. The dissonance between international projection and local neglect highlights the fra-

gility of modernist heritage in Türkiye. 

 

Conclusion 

Ulus Square, once the emblem of Türkiye’s modernization, now embodies the paradoxes of modernist heritage. 

Shaped by competitions that built national identity and later embraced global modernism, it also shows how the 

same mechanism has legitimized demolition, as in the 2022 erasure of the 100. Yıl Shop. Framed as participatory, 

the decision exposed both the fragility of modernist heritage under weak legal protection and the risks of popu-

list outcomes. Meanwhile, Ankara’s 2025 nomination to UNESCO’s Tentative List points out a conflict: interna-

tionally celebrated as modern heritage, yet domestically vulnerable to loss. Ulus Square thus illustrates heritage 

as a contested field shaped by politics, law, civic activism, and shifting urban imaginaries. Its fate highlights a 

central challenge for modern heritage worldwide: reconciling architectural value with democratic participation, 

economic pressures, and international recognition. 
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