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“What is it that you were worried about” is an art video3 where an energy rebalancing coach 
heals and cleans the unsettling energies of spaces by putting them into a holographic energy 
scan. Two artists draw our attention to an old bunker in a Bosnian Town, which used to be 
Tito’s atomic bomb command. The bunker was recently repurposed to serve as a venue for 
art, however like in any conversion process the transformation of building out of its past 
traumas to an art center was not easy and required “cleaning/ confrontation”. In the art work, 
the two artists invite the coach to heal this vacant building. 
 
In contemporary urban context, there are many vacant spaces, creating absence of context 
and programme, failing to connect the elements of a city in a coherent way. They become ‘the 
mental exteriors in the physical interior of the city’. These voids in the city could be the results 
of fiscal policies or the city’s modernization, reconstruction and development mechanisms. 
Sometimes they appear simply because they fall outside of the urban environment’s 
functional and productive circles; while other times they are perceived as phenomena, which 
grow parallel to deindustrialization, suburbanization or shrinkage. Or like in the above-
mentioned video, could be the result of a dictator’s fears. The particularity of vacancy is 
embedded in its specific context, history and culture.  
 
GALATA GREEK SCHOOL [GGS] REVISITED 

Galata Greek School is both a heritage site representing the Greek [Rum] history of Istanbul4 
and a vacant building, which has impervious borders within the urban context and the public 
realm. Recently the school administration aimed to re-purpose the building into a cultural 
centre.  

Instead of becoming another black box in the city’s memory, by means of transforming into a 
cultural centre, the school is holding the context for exploring new purposes. It could offer a 
flexible alternative to the predictable urban environment especially in fluctuating, dynamic, 
ever-changing networks of Galata neighbourhood. It could provide the possibility to 
experiment on a variety of programmes within the culture function, ownership and authorship 
models, as well as forming a perpetual part of a network that connects it to other buildings of 
its kind and to the city. 

Repurposing Galata Greek School entails investigating these questions: Is the new aimed 
function suitable to the architecture of the building? Should we look for a match between the 
new function [body] and the original design [skin] of the building? How does the new function 
communicate with the history of the building and the memory of the city?... 

This article presents the Galata Greek School repurposing process, dissecting the complexity 
of its context, its position in the memory of the Greek community, the neighbourhood and the 
city of Istanbul. Considering that the School is not in use for its actual function, the change of 
the socio-economical structure of the neighbourhood, and that the school belongs to the 
Greek community, a series of activities5 were organised to fully grasp the dimensions of the 
context. Experts on cultural programming and management, and architects from the 
Netherlands, Turkey and Greece worked a vision and mission for Galata Greek School. 
Questions on how the building could be the ‘common ground’ in the neighbourhood and the 
city, while representing the Greek community, the management and possible re-use 
scenarios for the school were analysed. At the end of a colloquium and two intense 
workshops, a working method on how to repurpose Galata Greek School was created. 
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GALATA GREEK SCHOOL AND THE MEMORY OF THE CITY 



Galata neighbourhood’s history goes back to 13th century Istanbul, and that of Greek School 
back to 1853. Zarifi family commissioned the building for the Greek community as an 
elementary school. After 1950s, following major political unrest, the school was confiscated 
by the state and became the property of the Ministry of Education. In relation to the fluctuating 
political context, the population of Greeks in Istanbul has significantly decreased until the 
present day. This century old community school was out of service for more than 2 decades 
over different periods. A recent law [2009-2012] on returning confiscated properties to their 
initial owners, made it possible to return the building to the Greek community, which started 
the whole discussion around repurposing the building. 

As of 2010, Galata and its surrounding old port district have been undergoing a strong 
gentrification process for more than a decade. Designer shops and exhibition spaces have 
been replacing the small scale production ateliers; hotels and cafes are popping up at every 
street corner. The already existing cultural institutions network in the neighbourhood is getting 
denser. A new urban plan [so called Galata Port] for the old port district acknowledges and 
supports this transformation fully, erasing the existing industrial heritage and proposing 
tourism economy at the port. The conservation development programme of the Municipality, 
which includes renovation of the monuments in the district, indirectly accelerates gentrification 
in the neighbourhood, as well. The lack of participation in decision-making processes and the 
balance between public good and profitability remain controversial not only in Galata, but the 
whole city of Istanbul. 
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GALATA GREEK SCHOOL REPURPOSING PROCESS 

The idea of transforming the Greek School into a cultural center entails embracing the 
complex memory of the neighbourhood, the community and the city. The school has a 
symbolic meaning to the Greek community. It was the first building returned to them, hence 
decided to be treated in a different way than the others that had been confiscated and were 
returned within the same legal procedure. Eventually, the Greek community had one agenda 
for the building: It will be re-functioned as a cultural entity and expect no profit.  
 
The building belongs to the Galata Greek School Foundation. Administration of the foundation 
is realized through two boards: Advisory and executive. Advisory board has more than ten 
professionals from art and cultural scene of Istanbul and Greek community, and the Executive 
board is composed of elected individuals from the members of the Foundation. The board is 
interested in keeping the building as an example of public space in Galata. Yet, many 
questions pertaining to vision and mission remain: how should the building represent its Rum 
identity? Will it keep its original ‘education’ mission? 
 
Throughout the repurposing colloquium and workshops, main discussions were collected 
around the issues of vision/mission, compatibility of program and building, and management: 

 
Crossing Borders: by the Rum for the City 
The cultural entity that Galata Greek School embodies should be open to all cultures, 
ethnicities, societies. In this respect, the most important characteristic that should be 
sustained is the ‘locality’ of the new cultural entity. This way, it can truly take its position in 
Istanbul’s memory. This new entity should act as a catalyst between the community and the 
city. 
 
Throughout the repurposing discussions on the Greek School, two main axes of thought were 
the Greek culture and history; and civilization in Istanbul as a more comprehensive concept 
than only culture. While considering these two, the emphasis should not be missed on the 
cosmopolitanism of the city and the neighbourhood as a source of building an inclusive 
approach. Along these main axes of thought, the core principles of the new institution are set 
as autonomy and accessibility, contributing to the democratisation of culture and providing 
freedom of speech and art, institutionalizing while remaining civil.  
 
The Body and the Skin 



Architecturally speaking, the building posits its own history and plan in front of the experts. 
How can a building designed to be a school for elementary grade children respond to cultural 
purposes? What can we do in a building, which is 2nd degree monument, i.e. it is not possible 
to touch the front façade and permission needs to be obtained for interventions inside the 
building? How to approach the compatibility with building regulations, for instance the need of 
an elevator and fire escape staircase, i.e. integrating these new obligatory elements in the 
building in a way that will serve programmatic purposes? 
 
The original architectural design of the school and its location in the site/neighbourhood 
inherit certain potentials and drawbacks. These characteristics are [1] the building has only 
one fully visible façade, which is quite closed/bulky in neoclassical style and opening to the 
rather traffic-busy road; [2] the contemporary regulation obliges an elevator and fire escape in 
the building; [3] the narrow courtyard and the roof terrace are the only open spaces of the 
building.  
 
The closed image of the bulky front façade could be broken off by means of employing the 
potentials of the plots next door and at the back, letting the school building open up more to 
the neighbourhood, physically. Communicating with the owner of the plot behind the building 
to use the same entrance space for both buildings is another idea to enable the school to be 
approached from the back street. Plot swapping between the near by property of the school 
and the back plot owner, buying the adjacent and/or the back plot with the income that the 
near by property of the school will create, are some of the strategies that could be applied. 
 
Another intervention proposed is a ‘zebra crossing’ across the traffic-busy road, to the port 
district. In addition to slowing down the fast vehicle traffic flow, this zebra crossing could also 
be a metaphor, representing that the building was once a primary school. 
 
The missing link between the building and the neighbourhood is quite obvious, but also the 
spaces within the building require to be connected. An axial shift of the entrance to the 
building seems like a good solution here: Converting the shop, which is on the same axis with 
the only open courtyard at the north side, into the entrance of the building, hence connecting 
the front façade to the back plot; and this entrance volume housing an elevator and the fire 
escape stairs within, is a solution that will both better connect the building to the 
neighbourhood and the spaces within the building, by means of employing the elevator and 
the fire-escape stairs as programmatic elements.  
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The Programming and Management of the Building 
Since its return to the community 2012, the School has housed two art and one design 
biennales and several individual exhibitions, performances, concerts and meetings. The 
school is managed in a very conventional way. A board controls the administration, finances 
and maintenance of the school building. The cultural persons/organizations that want to use 
the building pay a total fee or contribute to the renovation of the building. For instance, 
Istanbul Foundation for Culture and Arts [IFCA] has hosted the Istanbul Design Biennale in 
the building and directly helped with the simple restoration of the building. 
 
In programming and managing the new cultural entity, open and active participation of the 
potential visitors is essential. The possibility to design the new programme of the school 
suggested to be explored in an organic way: Taking each step through coalitions of different 
actors [groups], professionals [together with experts], working with institutions, universities 
and museums…  
 
Considering the issues and principles discussed so far, some new functions that come to the 
fore are: Technology oriented education and learning school, transitional activities 
[continuous temporary functions], educational activities [exhibitions] illustrating the history of 
education and Greek community, [maybe] one permanent exhibition, multi-functional cultural 
centre as a contribution to Istanbul’s public culture. 



 
The principle of autonomy brings together the mixed-funding model rather than single source 
funding. The new institution should be non-profit and communicate with the city through 
enhancing each others’ culture. The Galata Greek School has to be considered in a network 
of cultural entities within the Galata neighbourhood. This network should be emphasized in 
urban design scale.  
 
Adding to the programming and management principles, which were debated during the 
colloquium, mentioned above;  keywords for programming and management were worked out 
during the workshops: Learning by playing, Agora, and Cultural Courtyards. Strategies were 
also driven for status quo, temporary and permanent stages of the building. Learning by 
playing is a keyword for the Status Quo and Temporary stage, pointing at the importance of 
trials and errors, collecting experience by exploration and working more informally, without 
necessarily a strict plan. The Agora and the Cultural Courtyards refer to the functioning of the 
main hall and the classroom level connecting spaces, respectively.  
 
The main hall of the school which is on the ground floor when entering from the back street, 
was put forward as the first holistic space that the visitors will face entering from the front 
street. The metaphor Agora was selected for the functioning of this space. The Agora 
[gathering place or assembly] was the central spot in ancient Greek city-states. It was the 
center of athletic, artistic, spiritual and political life of the city. In a similar line of thought, this 
main hall of the school could function as the heart of the building. 
 
The Cultural Courtyards idea evolved from the wide inner connecting spaces of the classroom 
levels in the school, which tie 18 big rooms together in 3 floors. One drawback of the 
classroom levels is that they are completely unattached from each other, which means very 
little interaction possibility. This reality might not necessarily be unwanted in the permanent 
phase, when for instance there is a library and office spaces in these floors; however, during 
the temporary functioning phase, this cellular structure is a disadvantage in terms of creating 
more attraction/connection/communication within the spaces of the school. In order to deal 
with this, the idea of Cultural Courtyards was proposed, meaning the inner connecting spaces 
of the classroom levels should become common activity spaces. 
 
In the Status Quo stage, a pedestrian street could be created in the building, by shifting the 
entrance axis [explained earlier in this text], and connecting it to the open courtyard and the 
back plot. A vertical connection to the roof could be set up by the elevator and the staircases 
in the new entrance space, creating a magnet at the roof terrace [restaurant, cinema, roof 
garden etc], generating vertical pedestrian traffic in the building. Simple maintenance of the 
building might be possible by the income from renting the shops on the ground floor and the 
magnet at the roof. These interventions were suggested in order to connect the building to the 
neighbourhood.  
 
At the Temporary Stage, a curator could be appointed to start with experimenting the cultural 
programme. The curator could be a single person or a board of programmers. This curator 
might change over time, periodically, until the structure of permanent stage is decided. This 
temporary stage is for experimenting with the public qualities of the building, how it will relate 
to the neighbourhood in terms of function, what functions will develop the audience to the 
building. This is of course an iteractive process. In addition, this period could be treated as a 
schedule of raising awareness and ownership within the Greek community about the building, 
and deciding on how the Greek identity will be represented in the building. 
 
At the Permanent Stage, the permanent functions under the common vision and mission are 
found, a management and financing strategy is to be applied. 
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DISCUSSION, PROSPECTS, HOPES 
 



Galata Greek School has an unique position in the memory of Istanbul, relating to the Greek 
community’s history in the city, hence its emptiness requires a much deeper understanding of 
the notions of history, heritage, public, urban, … These notions come together to hold a very 
special context-based case of repurposing, which we tried to present and discuss throughout 
the paper. 
 
One of the challenges that Galata Greek School faces today is the discrepancy between the 
conventional tendencies of the existing administration and the uncertainty of numerous 
possibilities [varies from a museum for children to multi-purpose cultural center…] that hold 
the potential for exploring the alternative ways of existence. The current ambiguous context 
partially stem from this temporariness but also the political realities, such as the prolonged 
legislation for the change of election system of executive boards of Minority Foundations due 
to bureaucratically disabled state mechanisms.  
 
The way to deal with this problem is inherent in its temporality. Temporal stage has been 
suggested as a certain period of time, for exploring, learning by doing, letting several 
alternatives pour in to the school, which would enable the programmer/manager see the best 
options for repurposing the school in the long run. This could be also an ideal time to test the 
structure of the management, looking for funding and realizing the necessary renovations in 
the building. These new ways of programming are being tested in the school very slowly, but 
still a major step needs to be taken in terms of how the programming and the management 
will proceed together. 
 
The Galata Geek School Foundation has seized the possibilities of the temporary times and 
appointed a Greek - Armenian artist, Hera Buyuktasciyan as the artistic manager of the 
programmes. Since May 2013, she runs the programming of the building. On one hand, she 
pays attention to ties/network among the school, the Greek community by rebuilding an 
archive of the School and hosting exhibitions, talks and concerts on Greek culture. On the 
other hand, the building continues to host various art and culture events that welcomes wide-
range of audience from the neighbourhood and the city of Istanbul.  
 
Last years’ Gezi protests6 in Istanbul clearly displayed the need and demand of such ties to 
be established, where the idea of ‘public’ is articulated. Besides, the School holds a great 
chance for bonding the Istanbulite-Greek community back together, not only in Istanbul but 
also elsewhere in the world. Creating the sense of belonging and ownership are the two paths 
forward. These characteristics of Galata Greek School create the unique base to locate the 
school as a cultural entity in the existing network of cultural institutions in Istanbul. 
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