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SUMMARY 

 

Santralistanbul, Istanbul, Turkey 

http://www.santralistanbul.org/ 

 
In short 

Surface: 118,000 m2 

Primary purpose: Power plant, built in 1914 

Actual purpose: Museum of Energy and Contemporary Art Centre since 2007 

Owners: a private person and Istanbul Bilgi University (now a foundation) 

City population: 15 million 

http://www.santralistanbul.com/ 

Santralistanbul is a project run by a private investor and a private university, Istanbul Bilgi 

University. It involves the conversion of the first power station in Istanbul, built in 1914 

during the Ottoman Period – the Silahtaraga Power Plant – into a Museum of 

Contemporary Arts, a Museum of Energy and a centre for culture and education. 

The revitalization of the site was initiated by a private investor and conceived on the basis 

of a complex development strategy; however, many of the ideas did not work out due to 

the lack of financial resources. 

Revitalization Visions 

Santralistanbul aimed to become a hub for arts, culture and learning, encouraging 

production, dissemination and networking of cultural actors and researchers with the 

mission of becoming a comprehensive, participatory and interdisciplinary international 

platform for arts and culture. 

Multi-purpose use of the site was planned, connecting heritage tourism, entertainment, 

cultural consumption, research, education and art production. The new centre was to 

become an interface for interdisciplinary research, exchange and dialogue through 

residency and exchange programmes in the fields of culture, arts, design and new media. 

It would serve as a platform for discussions, research and problem solving through 

collaborative efforts with universities and non-governmental institutions in the fields of 

sustainable energy, environmental conservation and management and cultural policies 

regarding urban regeneration. 

The new cultural centre was meant to become a centre of gravity for the inhabitants of 

the socially and economically deprived areas of Istanbul, fostering multidisciplinary 

practices and providing access to the world of arts, culture and education.  

 

Santralistanbul Today 

The site was renovated and transformed into a contemporary working/exhibition space 

with a high level of sensitivity for historical details.  



   

  

 

  

 

Santralistanbul employs 30 people. 

 

Santralistanbul is mostly financed through space rentals and educational programmes. 

To cover the high running costs of the 118,000 m2 space, the owner is renting the spaces 

for commercial marketing events that have little in common with the initial plan of being 

an interdisciplinary international platform for arts and culture. The planned artists-in-

residency centre has been established in one of the renovated buildings; however, the 

studio rentals are so high in cost that artists cannot afford them. Nowadays they are 

mainly used by Bilgi University as student apartments. The idea of the public library has 

not been implemented either.  

 

The Museum of Energy, contemporary art galleries and educational programmes 

represent the main activities practiced in Santralistanbul today. The Museum hosts 1.5 

million visitors per year, while 5,000 students per year participate in educational 

programmes of Istanbul Bilgi University. Education is the common denominator of all the 

activities at Santralistanbul. Apart from higher education, Santralistanbul carries out 

educational activities targeted specifically at children aged 8 to 14, the levels of primary 

and secondary education.  

 

The contemporary art gallery hosts Turkish and international artists. The programme is 

organised by the management of the Santralistanbul Foundation. 

 

On the other hand, the failure of establishing an interdisciplinary international platform 

for arts and culture where all elements would be interconnected and would feed each 

other points to a good example of what to avoid: planning a complex and holistic cultural 

project without a progressive development plan or a step-by-step implementation 

process. The University helped to complete the investment. Now the management is 

under the responsibility of the ex-chairman of the University, who is now the chairman of 

the Santralistanbul Foundation. However, its weak financial structure does not permit it 

to carry on with its original mission. 

 

On the one hand, the concept was established thanks to researches about similar spaces 

in Europe and in the world, participatory meetings with academics, architects, artists, 

experts, etc., as well as with the Ministry of Energy, the Metropolitan Municipality of 

Istanbul, the sponsors, etc. On the other hand, the whole venture turned into a failure 

because the initial calculations about the total investment for restoration turned out to be 

wrong; also, the expected amount of financial support/sponsorship couldn’t be reached. 

The original investor tries to cover the expenses by the revenue generated from renting 

the spaces. There is no direct/indirect connection to the municipality. 

 

 

 


