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CEM 
SORGUÇ
CEM SORGUÇ SEES 

ARCHITECTURE AS A LIVING 

PROCESS THAT LEARNS AND 

EVOLVES THROUGH ITS OWN 

PROJECTS. THROUGH THE 

LENS OF THE CITY, MEMORY 

AND EXISTING BUILDINGS, HE 

INVITES US TO RECONSIDER 

WHAT SUSTAINABILITY 

REALLY MEANS.

Cem Sorguç invites us to think about archite-

cture not only through the production of new 

buildings, but through our relationship with 

what already exists. Through nearly 25 years of 

practice, CM Architecture has explored questi-

ons of materiality, memory, transformation and 

continuity. In this conversation at his Istanbul 

o�ice, we spoke about responsibility in archi-

tecture, existing buildings, sustainability and 

the growing influence of artificial intelligence 

on practice.

NOT EVERYTHING 
THAT EXISTS NEEDS TO 
DISAPPEAR

CEM SORGUÇ
Founder, CM Architecture

In collaboration with.
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How would you describe CM Archite-

cture’s design approach today? What 

drives it?

After a certain point, the work itself 

begins to outgrow the definitions you 

create for it. It either starts to contradict 

them or simply makes them irrelevant. 

CM Architecture has evolved largely th-

rough its own projects.

You learn from the work itself. One pro-

ject leads to another, opening up dif-

ferent directions and ways of thinking. 

Over time, this creates a trajectory, and 

I still feel we are moving within it.

For years, sustainability has been at the 

centre of architectural debate. More re-

cently, the conversation has expanded 

towards ideas of responsibility and 

stewardship. How do you understand 

these concepts?

In many ways, this should not be a new 

conversation. Perhaps we have simply 

been slow to recognise the consequ-

ences of certain ways of building and 

certain ways of thinking about progress. 

There is a kind of destruction embedded 

within the speed of modernity itself. That 

is true politically, but also in terms of 

how we build and produce.

Today, the world feels increasingly cons-

trained. For me, questions of responsi-

bility begin with conscience and sen-

sitivity. And this is not something that 

concerns architects alone; it is somet-

hing all of us need to think about.

The issue is inherently complex, invol-

ving time, geography and materiality. 

Once these begin to intersect, new qu-
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WE DEMOLISH 

BUILDINGS, 

REPLACE THEM, 

THEN TALK ABOUT 

SUSTAINABILITY. 

KEEPING THEM 

WOULD ALREADY BE 

HALF THE SOLUTION.

estions inevitably emerge. The world is 

not an easy place to understand, nor an 

easy place to navigate.

How does this approach influence your 

material choices? What do you pay at-

tention to? How do you evaluate the 

work being carried out by material 

manufacturers?

To be honest, neither CM Architecture 

nor I have ever been particularly driven 

by a constant search for materials. We 

have never had the ambition of finding 

an extraordinary material simply for the 

sake of being di�erent.

I have long believed that reduction also 

applies to materiality. Fewer materials, 

materials that are easier to access and 

easier to transform, feel more appropri-

ate to me. This is true both economically 

and in terms of the sensitivities of the 

world we live in.

We are no longer building the 100-year 

buildings we were once taught to aspi-

re to. We are not even building 50-year 

buildings.

Even buildings designed 20 or 25 ye-

ars ago and still in use make me think: 

perhaps they do not have as much of 

a future ahead of them as we once as-

sumed. That creates a di�erent kind of 

awareness. Not everything that exists 

needs to disappear.

We know buildings are temporary. What 

interests me is how they can continue to 

matter beyond their original lifespan. I 

believe we should preserve not only ar-

chitecturally valued buildings, but also 

those that hold memories and have be-

come part of the city itself. For me, that 

is a far more convincing and genuinely 

sustainable approach.

What does that look like in this area?

Recently, we became involved in the 

transformation of a building covering se-

veral thousand square metres, a process 

that is still ongoing. Much of the conver-

sation today is about adapting existing 

buildings. Many buildings do not need 

to be demolished. They can be adapted, 

upgraded and brought back into use. To 

me, there is no stronger sustainability 

strategy than that.

This contradiction extends beyond arc-

hitecture. We replace things far too qu-

ickly and have largely lost the habit of 

repair. As a result, we continue to discard 

and replace objects with products that 

are often shorter-lived and more dispo-

sable. It is neither environmentally nor 

economically sustainable. If anything, 

it pushes us further into a cycle that is 

becoming harder to sustain.

How do you think architecture can 

contribute to continuity within the city? 

When does a building’s relationship 

with the city begin?
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I think a building’s relationship with the 

city begins long before it is built. It be-

gins during the project stage. In many 

ways, that relationship is either formed 

or lost there. But I am not talking about a 

modernist approach in which everything 

is designed from above and imposed 

on the city. What I mean is something 

much simpler: looking carefully at the 

city, understanding how it works, how 

it is lived in, and finding an appropriate 

place within it.

Whether a building stands out or rema-

ins understated is another matter. But 

it should at least be aware of its sur-

roundings.

For me, everything begins with that act 

of understanding.

Many of your projects are in Beyoğlu, 

an area shaped by multiple historical 

layers. How do you begin working wit-

hin such a context? How do these la-

yers inform your projects and material 

decisions?

Even when I know a place extremely 

well, I try to approach it with fresh eyes. 

Beyoğlu may be familiar to me, but every 

project requires a di�erent way of re-

ading a place. Historical, social, politi-

cal, archaeological and material layers 

overlap. 

We begin by understanding the place as 

fully as possible. After that, I hope the 

project finds a way of belonging there. 

Sometimes simply avoiding conflict with 

its surroundings can already be conside-

red a success.

Do you still see a distinction between 

local and international architectural 

cultures?

I am no longer sure that the distinction 

is as clear as it once seemed. Modernism 

was, after all, an international project 

that spread alongside global economic 

and cultural systems. What interests me 

more is finding ways to challenge that 

inherited language.

Octavio Paz once observed: Mexicans 

always look towards the West, but they 

do not simply imitate it; they challenge 

it. I find that idea particularly relevant.

Artificial intelligence is becoming inc-

reasingly present within architectural 

practice. How do you understand its 

role, and what questions does it raise 

for you?

To be honest, I do not feel able to give 

a definitive answer. Partly because I am 

not sure we fully understand what we 

mean by artificial intelligence.

 For me, it is less a form of intelligence 

than a way of organising information. 

What interests me is not the technology 

itself, but how information is structured 

and how we choose to engage with it. 

When AI produces something, whet-

NOT EVERYTHING 

THAT EXISTS NEEDS 

TO DISAPPEAR. WE 

SHOULD PRESERVE 

NOT ONLY 

ARCHITECTURALLY 

VALUED BUILDINGS, 

BUT ALSO THOSE 

THAT BELONG TO 

THE CITY.
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her a text or an image, it is di�icult to 

know how those references have been 

assembled or what kind of hierarchy sits 

behind them. I am not sure anyone fully 

understands that yet.

I think of AI as an extraordinarily sop-

histicated index, revealing connections 

that might otherwise remain hidden. But 

this is also where the risks begin. The 

question is who determines how infor-

mation is organised and prioritised. For 

me, the greatest risk lies not in access 

to information itself, but in the invisible 

structures that shape how that informa-

tion reaches us.

Alongside architecture, you are also in-

volved in music, radio and storytelling. 

Do these pursuits influence the way you 

think about architecture?

I think they do, although probably indi-

rectly. My mind tends to work a bit like 

hypertext. One thought leads to anot-

her, then to something else entirely. They 

also help me stay focused, bringing a 

certain discipline to the way I think and 

work.

A BUILDING’S 

RELATIONSHIP WITH 

THE CITY BEGINS AT 

THE PROJECT STAGE, 

ON PAPER.
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