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Bits and pieces on the
“phenomenology” of Balkan
highland architecture

Discussing the phenomenon of the Balkans is always a delicate task. The term is
elusive and can be understood in different ways, from the geographical and cultural
to the political context.

The Balkans is an area of great strategic importance, which has historically been a
bridge of cultures between East and West and between South and North.

Its original name comes from a mountain range in Bulgaria called the Balkan

(Old Mountains), but the central Balkan peninsula is covered by the long Dinarides.
Even though modern geographers do not agree about the term and its borders
(they rather speak about “South-Eastern Europe”), one of the definitions of the Bal-
kan peninsula includes the territories south of the Kolpa, Sava and Danube rivers,
surrounded by the Adriatic, lonian, Aegean and Black Seas.

Today this heterogeneous area is home to a number of countries, the central ones
being Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, Montenegro, Kosovo, Albania, North-
ern Macedonia and Bulgaria. Sometimes part of Romania, the continental part of
Greece and a small European piece of Turkey are also comprised, as well as Slove-
niain the far north.

The following text is intended to introduce the diverse context for the subsequent
essays by Dario Kristi¢ (Bosnia and Herzegovina), Andrej Strehovec, Maja Momirov
(Serbia) and Robert Jonathan Loher (Croatia).

Aleksander Sasa Ostan Keywords
A free lance architect, he is active in a broad Balkan, architecture, transition,
archi-cultural field: he designs, builds, tradition, rural areas, culture.

conducts workshops, lectures, does research,
photographs and writes. He is a lecturer at the
Faculty for Architecture in Ljubljana. With
Natasa Pavlin, he heads the Atelje Ostan Pavlin
studio. Besides texts in slovenian language

he is author of several billingual publications
(Ethical insights in arts, 2001; The messages

of space, 2008; Urgency for new urban policy,
2008; Architectural history, 2013; Building
culture in slovenian Alps through space and
time, 2018) and has received many (inter)
national awards for his projects. Doi: 10.30682/aa2310m




Opening picture
Traditional mountain
hut in the landscape,

Delida Polje,
Bjelasnica (photo
Dario Kristi¢, 2022).
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The Balkans, the border and the transition
between North and South, East and West

The historical and geostrategic notion of the Bal-
kans defines the area in light of its rich but explo-
sive past, where different tribes and ethnic com-
munities, religions and empires, later states and
nations, have constantly met, coexisted and fought
each other. On some levels, political, ethnic and re-
ligious tensions persist to this day.

The Balkans were home to interesting prehistor-
ic cultures (Starcevo, Vinca, Lepenski vir, Vucedol,
pile-dwelling cultures etc.). During the Roman pe-
riod, the border between the Western and Fastern
Roman Empires (between Rome and Constantino-
ple), and later between the medieval Europe and
Ottoman Empires, Christianity and Islam, Cathol-
icism and Orthodoxy, etc., was drawn north of to-
day’s Bosnia. Last but not least, it was here, in Sara-
jevo, that the assassination of the Habsburg heir to
the throne in 1914 lit the spark that would become
the fire of the First World War.

Somewhere deep in the cultural genome of these
areas one can still discover and experience the re-
mains of this crack (that has left traces in peo-
ple’sculture, actions and mentality. But at the same
time it is from these circumstances that some great
personalities have emerged (Boskovi¢, Tesla, An-
dri¢, Mestrovi¢, Njegos, Mother Teresa...).

Over the past century, the northwestern Balkans
have witnesseda number of political formations
and systems. My grandparents experienced four of
them within the 20th century: they were born un-
der the Austro-Hungarian monarchy, survived the
two world wars in the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats
and Slovenes (later Yugoslavia), and, after the Sec-
ond World War, they woke up in the socialist Feder-
al Republic of Yugoslavia. Finally they saw the in-
dependence processes of the separate republics in
the early 1990s, including the last, tragic and ab-
surd Balkan war.

Searching for the bridge between modernity
and tradition in the Dinarides

Part of the interesting architecture legacy of the
Yugoslav period has been mostly overlooked in the
West until recently, but in 2018, MOMA in New

York dedicated a major exhibition to it, titled “To-
ward a Concrete Utopia; architecture in Yugoslavia
1948-1980”. The architects of the time developed a
specific artistic language, particularly evident in the
design of WW2 monuments, which was a kind of
fusion between architecture and sculpture and be-
tween modernism and tradition.

In Bosnia, the mountainous heart of the Balkans, a
specific search for architectural expression and lan-
guage was pioneered by the Slovenian architect and
educator Dusan Grabrijan and the Croatian archi-
tect and urban planner Juraj Neidhardt. Grabri-
jan came from the first generation of Joze Ple¢nik’s
students in Ljubljana, and then continued his stud-
ies at the Ecole de Beaux-arts in Paris. In the ear-
ly 1930s, he moved to Sarajevo for work and be-
came fascinated by oriental residential architecture
as a source of modernist transformation. He invited
Neidhardt, who had studied and worked with Beh-
rens in Vienna and Berlin and became an assistant
to Le Corbusier, to join him there. They were influ-
enced by Le Corbusier and his travel studies (spe-
cially “Voyage d’Orient”), where he was inspired
by vernacular oriental architecture and saw it as a
source of modernity. Grabrijan and Neidhardt de-
veloped a true friendship, researching the region’s
architectural traditions, teaching architecture and
publishing some groundbreaking books that are still
of great value today. In 1951 Grabrijan published
Bosnian Oriental Architecture in Sarajevo, with special ref-
erence to the contemporary one, followed in 1952 by The
Macedoman House; the transition from the old Oriental to
the modern European house with excellent study draw-
ings and photos, and finally, in 1957, The Architecture
of Bosmia, the road to modernity, a joint book connect-
ing the sources of tradition with the ideas of mod-
ernism. While Grabrijan, who passed away much
too early, was mainly engaged in research, theory
and writing, Neidhardt designed some interesting
modernist buildings in Sarajevo and Bosnia. But
only the house on Mt. Trebevi¢ can be read as a
small built manifesto of their search for authentic,
modernist regional expression.

Later Zlatko Ugljen (born in Mostar in 1929), Nei-
dhardt’s student, succeeded in creating a true, or-
ganic, comprehensive synthesis between tradition



and modernity. Influenced also by Aalto’s regional
modernism, he created a balanced, personal rein-
terpretation of tradition, most clearly reflected in
his works in the Bosnian highlands. In the 1970s,
he designed the original White Mosque in Visoko,
which later won the prestigious Aga Khan Prize
for Architecture, and in the early 1980s, before
the Sarajevo Olympics, he realized some of his
most convincing works, which respond with ma-
turity and passion to the context of both the lo-
cal highland identity and the universal language
of modernity (the Bregava and Vucko hotels, the
Mikuli¢ house, the residences at Tjentiste and at
Bugojno and the guest house at Stojéevac). Un-
fortunately, most of them were barbarically de-
stroyed during the last war.

As a professor in Sarajevo, the crossroads of mul-
tiple cultural influences in the Balkans, Ugljen has
nurtured the young generation of Bosnian archi-
tects, some of whom are trying to carry on his pre-
cious legacy in spite of the difficult social, cultural
and economic conditions.

Three contributions from three countries:
Croatia, Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina
This issue of Archalp presents contributions from
three successor countries of the former Yugoslav re-
publics. While the writers were given a framework
of content, they were also free to personally inter-
pret the subject matter. The articles therefore do
not represent a unified discourse on architecture
in their countries’ highlands, but rather a personal
view of the subject, which nonetheless reflects the
countries’ architectural culture (“Baukultur”).
Croatia has a regionally very diverse territory (be-
longing to central Europe, to the Panonian plains
and to the Mediterranean coast), which mostly has
been oriented towards west. Therefore a somewhat
systemic approach to important issues in architec-
ture still exists there. In his article, the architect Lo-
her presents trails and mountain outposts in their
specific highland context, which is scarcely inhab-
ited and often overlooked in favor of (over) popu-
lated tourist coast, where a lot of contemporary ar-
chitectural production happens (in good and bad).
The described approach owes its history to individ-
uals who paved the way for today’s successors, now
mostly working on small renovations of existing
chalets and other sustainable interventions in this
delicate context. It is an indicator of a new architec-
tural paradigm towards sensible principles of adap-
tive reuse, which seem to be emerging first precisely
in the neglected mountain region.
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Given its recent history of conflicts, the situation
in multi-ethnic and religiously divided Bosnia and
Herzegovina, whose territory covers mostly the Di-
naric highlands, is critical, as architect Kristi¢ con-
vincingly describes. Unfortunately, there is no con-
sistent institutional approach to spatial planning,
no major public projects, and usually no democrat-
ic mechanisms to select the best solutions through
public competitions. Quality architecture is there-
fore left to few committed, ethical architects. They
boldly face private clients, some from wealthy Mus-
lim countries, others of Bosnian, Serbian (“Repub-
lika srpska”) and Croatian origin, depending on the
region, to convince them that valuable architecture
pays off. In the article we can see, on one hand,
anaudacious hotel under Mt. Bjelasnica compa-
rable to contemporary architectural trends in the
Alps, and on the other, a small, original mosque in
a rural environment, emerging from tradition and
building on it.

The situation in Serbia is rather chaotic in its own
way. North of the Danube is Vojvodina, the flat
granary that has always been considered the more
developed, multicultural and “western” part of the
country. The capital of Belgrade, an attraction for
global developers in recent years, finds itself torn
between the desire to join Europe and the tradi-
tional resistance to the West, including sympathy
for “their big brother Russia”. Many intellectuals
and creatives fled Serbia during the Milosevi¢ re-
gime that initiated last war in the 1990s, causing
a great loss to the country’s cultural and scientific
potential. Some of them, including architects, are
returning to help their colleagues to fight for bet-
ter conditions in their profession. In the southern
part of Serbia with it’s hilly landscape, that has al-
ways been less developed, traces of vernacular ar-
chitecture are quickly disappearing, and buildings
born out of speculative investments are dominat-
ing. Contemporary solutions that reflect the region-
al context are haphazardly created by ambitious
professionals as architects Strehovec and Momirov
illustrate in their article.

There are other mountainous Balkan countries
worth presenting, with their own traditions and
tales of modernity (Montenegro, Kosovo, North-
ern Macedonia, Albania, Bulgaria...), which could
not be included in this small assortment of articles.
It is crucial that we study and present their heritage
to help preserve the remaining qualities of their
diverse highlands culture and provide them with
meaningful guidelines for their future sustainable
development. m



