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Traditional Oriental Architecture in 

Bosnia and Herzegovina 

Ahmet Hadrovic* 

Introduction 

The history of Bosnia and Herzegovina is compas ed of different stories 

which started all of a sudden and ended in the same manner; stories that are 

controversial, with multiple meanings and interpreted differently by those 

who tried to explain them. Bosnia lies between east and west, north and 

south, that is, between different worlds and peoples, with its own recogniz­

able identity. The nature in Bosnia has in one smail area everything that in 
other parts of the world exists only in portions. Here we can see wild forests, 

rocky steppes with no water, large plateaus and many hills, then abundant 

water springs, hot water springs, ete. Besides that, the Bosnian hills are full 
of all kinds of o res, which occasionally ernerge onto the surface all by them­

selves. In the course of ab out S or 6 hours driving from south to north (or 

vi ce versa) one passes from surnrner to spring and to winter, and then again 

to sp ring; views of the sea will suddenly be replaced by views of large fields, 

and those views will then be replaced by rocky hills, and then forests and 

pastures, then green river valleys, and finally - endless plains. Going thfough 

Bosnia from east to west, one must pass over many rnountains between 

which different rivers flow, where each river represents a kin d of a threshold 

one must cross, after which a change of scenery and new views await. 

An unprepared visitor will be confused by seeing Bosnia and Herze­

govina in such a rnanner, whereas alıother would be thrilled. 

Many people have passed through Bosnia and Herzegovina, having en­

tered by force or by having been forced out. All of thern would take sorne 

of its wealth, and they would also leave their traces. Newcomers would de-

" Prof: University of Sarajevo 
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molish what those before them had built in order to leave a mark. That 
is how the things were happening here, and they are stili happening in a 
similar manner. 

Based on the aforementioned, a question is logically imposed: Does 
Bosnia and Herzegovina has its own constant element which can survive 
all these difficulties? 

Having been a witness of the last war in Bosnia and Herzegovina, I am 
willing to daim that the Bosniaks are the true Bosnian people. During the 
war, they were not dying for some ideas about great countries, the final un­
ion of one people or the strategic reaching of one or anather river, nor were 
they trying to accomplish their histarical dreams. They refused to be con­
quered and forced out of their own country. In order to review Bosniak 
architectural heritage, we need to discuss certain architectural drawings, 
ideas, engineering organizations and accomplishments of a certain period. 

Furthermore, we also need to compare all of the aforementioned with the 
achievements of other civilizations. 

It is important to emphasize that Islam significantly marked the nature 
of Bosniak culture. When we talk ab out the Bosniak architectur~ heritage, 
it is wrong to talk only about the time when Bosnia formed part of the 
Ottoman Empire. The same as other people in the world, in this case, the 

Bosniaks also have their development process. The fact that at the end of 
the ısıh century they accepted Islam as their religion, and before that they 

belonged to the Crkva Bosanska /Bosnian Church/ is just a change which can 
be seen in other peoples as welL 

Towns 

Towns and urban life are an im portant characteristic ofBosnia and Her­

zegovina. In the course of history, towns would be built just so that they 
could be demolisbed again. The emergence of towns is particularly visible 
in the 14ıh and lSıh centuries. This emergence oftowns is connected with the 

development of mining and trading.1 However, before Islam was accepted 

1 For more details see Kovacevic - Kojic, D .• Gradska naselja srednjovjekovne bosanske driave, 
Sarajevo. 1978. 
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on alarger scale, the towns in Bosnia, similarly to other European towns of 
that time, were just military fortifications and the settlements of noblemen, 
wbereas trading and the occasional ga!hering of people was organized in 
their sub-towns. Upon the fall ofJajce in 1463, the Ottomans became new 
rulers in Bosnia. The spread of Islam affected all la ter activities. 

This is particularly tı-ue of the development and building of new towns, 
which reflected Islarnic views of the hwnan position in the world. Accord­
ing to Islam, the wbole worldisa masjid, a place where man reaches ultimate 
freedom - freedam from slavery in every sense, except in serving God. This , 
concept of freedom is given in the fundamental religious saying: There is 
no other Go d but Allah! This entails a series of value systems, prohibitions 
and orders, all comprised in one word - din /deen - religion, way of life/. 
Human society, if founded on Islam, the conscious commitment to God, is 

governed by a deen. Every place where such models of living are accepted 
becomes a medina. As opposed to the towns whicb had been built before as 
fortifications, new towns became completely organized structures. 

According to Islam, nature is a constituent part of the world since it 

contains symbols of the Creator. This is one of the reasons why the towns 
were built in p~cular places, usually in valleys along rivers and natural 

routes. Towns were organized in two parts, where one part was a public 
zone (cadija) and the other was a private, residential zone (mahala). Mas­
jids, medressas, libraries and taps with running water, a clock-tower, and 
different shop s were the facilities fo und in the carsija. All of the aforemen­
tioned facilities had their own water-supply systems and sewage systems.l 

Residenial Quarters (Mahals) 

While the carsija was usually located in the lower districts, residential 

quarters were situated on slopes, a natural amphitheatre. The location of 
residential areas in such a manner· made people who lived there aware of 
their natural surroundings, and it also ensured the satisfaction ofhigh fam­

ily and personal demands. A properly chosen slope ensured plenty of sun­
sbine, soil drainage, and constant air flow. The construction ofhouses in an 

2 For more details see: Kresevljakovic H.,lzabrana djela, Book lll, Sarajevo, 1991, pp.98·99. 
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irregular course provided everyone with plenty of sun and beautiful views. 

This rule was applicable in au cases, in accordance with the demands of 

a particular area. Nature was respected, the individual natures of people 

and their freedoms were appreciated, with limitations only to that extent to 

which the right of anather demanded it. 

Houses 

A house complex was a place which protected privacy and a persons 

rights. Its center was a house, which usually had a ground and fi.rst floor, a 

courtyard with flowers and a garden with fruit trees. The street was reached 

by passing through the gate, which was visibly emphasized and covered. 

In modern architecture such a complex is the equivalent of the garden city, 

which is considered to be the greatest achievement in residential architec­
ture.3 

What is even more interesting was the life of the mahala. Its streets of­

fered many facilities, a public fountain, squares, shops which satisfied the 

everyday needs of the people (barber shops, bakeries, grocery stores, ete.), 

and also mosques with mektebs (elementary schools) anda cemetery. 

Begovina in Stolac and Velagicevina in Blagaj are exceptional examples 

of residential complexes, separated from urban units, which y.rere usually 

concentrated around the central mosque and carsija. 

Several examples of typical Bosnian houses are presented here (Figures 

1., 2., and 3.') · 

3 A French ıravel writer, with regard to Bosnian towns, in 1658 wrote the following: Perhaps only a 
few houses did not have their own gardens; almost every house had its own garden full of fruit trees, 
especially apple ırees. (from M. Samic, Francuski pucnici u Bosni na pragu 19. sroljeca, Sarajevo, 1966, 
ppJB).In 1807 Chaumatte Des Fossses, with regard to Sarajevo, wrote the following: Sarajevo gives you 
a picturesque view (. .. ); every house has a garden with trees, which provides an exceptional view. Big 
mosques and many minarets contribute to the diversity, (the same source, pp. 123). 
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Fig. 1. Biscevica cosak, Mostar (A.Hadrovic, drawing in situ, 1985) 

Fig. 2. Djulhanumina's House, Begovina oear Stolac (A.HadroviC, drawing in situ, 1985) 
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Tekkes 

Fig. 3. SabanoviC's family house in Sarajevo, a courtyard with a faucet 
(A.HadroviC, dmving in situ, 1985) 

Fig. 4. Tekke (Tekija), Blagaj on the Buna (A.Hadrovic, photos, 2008) 

Tekkes are structures for religious minorities where they pray in a par­
ticular way, in order to reach human perfection, which most believers do 
ı:ıot accept or consider necessary. Their external ap~earance is similar to 
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residential b uildings. They were usually built in places with particular char­

acteristics (on ri ver springs, on heights, in canyons, ete.). The best exaınple 

of these architectural structures is the Tekke in Blagaj, near Mostar (Fig.4.). 

As it was harmonized with the natural surroundings, Bosniak architec­
ture, even during the period of its early developm~ent, always represented a 

connection between nature and humanity which, according to the Japanese 

architect Kurokawa, represents exceptional manifestations of symbiotic ar­

chitecture. With i ts spatial organization, both vertical and horizontal, i ts in­

terior and the ways in which the interior space is used and the connections 

with the neighborhood, a Bosniak town house encour~ged many architects 

of the new age t o carry out research on it as if it was most precious thing in 

the world. Many of them assessed the Bosniak house design as the highest 

achievement in residential architecture.4 

Bosnia and Herzegovina towns, constructed under the aforementioned 

building rules, were usually built in river valleys. In the beginning they were 

just sub-towns of earlier towns - fortifications, erected araund market ar­

eas, if such a place would satisfy the requirements alıeady mentioned. This 

was the reason why many medieval towns in Bosnia and Herzegovina, even 

the royal ones, were not included in the new period of development On the 

other hand, the towns which were so important before began devdoping 

rapidly. Those were Sarajevo, Banja Luka, Mostar, Travnik, Rogatica, Tu­

zla, Varcar Vakuf, Cajnice, ete.). At same time, other developed towns were 

re-organized (Foca, Visoko, Stolac, Zvornik, Trebinje, Srebrenica, Konjic, 

Jajce, Livno, ete.). 

The institution of the waqf is connected '-vith the development of Bos­

nian architecture. Taday it is not possible to explain the development of 

4 A. Deroko said the following on the issue: In time, all that (proportional relations, measures ... 
A.H.) got certain standards which represent comfert and satisfy not only our needs but alsa our view 
of what is supposecJI to be beautiful. Certain details are explained in that manner, always usable and 
practical, ra rely abstract and formalistic (A.Deroko, Narodna arhitektura, Book ll, Belgrade, ı 964, pp. 
73). B.Milenkovic, with regard to the same topic, said the following: By having so many facilities with 
particular purpose, that unit, which is often expanded with a bathroom, is quite well defined with 
regard to both its interior and equipment. Therefore, regardless of the terrain, this structure always had 
regular plan - regular shape, number of windows, place of bathroom and heating room, ete., and the 
dispositian and internal organization of these units is even taday said to be the most modern example 
as how to resolve problems with respect to living ... (B.Milenkovic, Graôevinska tradicija 1, Calleetion of 
papers of the Faculty of Architecture in Belgrade, Book 8, Belgrade, 1967. pp.42.). 
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Bosnian towns without refe~ring to construction entrepreneurship and the 
readiness of many people to give their properties for charitable purposes. 

Besides houses, mahalas and house complexes, every part of the Bosniak 

architectural heritage deserves to be specially researched and explained. 

Here we shall only point out the most important characteristics of the fun­

damental Bosniak structural units. 

Mosques 

Mosques are the most prorninent architectural facilities for Muslims. 

They provide explanations of the Islamic teaching on man and his Creator, 

as well as on the human possibility to reach perfection and salvation. Rich 

individuals would usually build mosques, which would then be named after 

them. Since Islam has been the principal faith for the past four centuries of 

Bosniak history, the construction of mosques has always been in the center 

of individual and state entrepreneurship. Every masjid conveys the same mes­

sage. Milira b, mimber, so fa and minaret are always constituent parts of every 

mosque, but are usually built in different architectural styles, which depended 

on the wealth of the founder and the skills of the builder. The most im portant 

examples of mosque architecture in Bosnia and Herzegovina are as follows: 

Gazi Husrev-begova (1530) and Alipa5ina (1561) in Sarajevo, ~adZa (1550) 

in Foca, Sinan-begova (1570) in Cajnice, Karadjoz-begova (1557) in Mostar, 

Sisman Ibrahim-pa5ina (1563) in Pocitelj on Neretva, Sulejmanija (a colorful 

mosque, beginning of the 19th century) in Travnik, Glavnica dZarnija (1587) 

in Hlivno, Ferhad-pa5ina (1579-1580) and Hasan-efendijina-Arnaudija 

(1595) in Banja Luka, Jusuf-pasina (1560) in Maglaj, ete. 

Mosques are als o a reflection of the architect's knowledge and engineer­

ing skills. Covering a cube with a dome has always been a challenge for 

architects. This also applies to minarets, the most recognizable symbol of 

Islam. 

Medresas 

A mad.rasa is a religious secondary school. The Gazhi Husrev Bey me­

dresa in Sarajevo (1537) is the oldest school in Bos?İa and Herzegovina. 
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Architecturally speaking, the building of the Gazhi Husrev Bey medresa 

and Hanikah, a higber education institution for the teaching of Sufi phi­

losophy, displays exceptional architectural skills. A medresa in Pocitelj, an 

endowment of Ibrahim-cehaja, bullt in 1664, is anather valuable architec­

tural monument of Bosniak architecture. This mosque was appropriately 

incorporated within the Pocitelj urban zone, which includes a hammam, 

han, mosque, ete: Its central position speaks of its purpose as a place where 

Muslims were being educated, which is confi.rmed by the fact that a me­

dresa is a part of every Bosniak town wlıose organiza,tion is arranged in 

accordance with the principles that we have already mentioned. 

Hamams 

Hamaıns are public baths. Those are simply the Islarnic variants of Ro­

man spas. Bearing in mind their health and lıygiene, psychological-aesthetic 

and recreational purpose, they, more than any other architectural design, 

testify lıow well developed the Bosniak civilization was at that time. In the 

second half of the 18ıh century, there were 42 places in Bosnia and Herzegov­

ina which had their hammarns. Sarajevo had seven, Foca four, Travnik three, 

Mostar, Brcko, and Banja Luka two. Sınaller places like Praca, Ustikolina, Jele, 

Kladanj, Rudo, Nova Kasaba, Kupres, Duvno, alsa had hammams.5 

Khans and Caravansaries 

A khan isa kind ofhostel. Khans also had stables for horses, depots for 

the storage of different goods and trading sites. The fact that there existed a 

special architectural design developed to satisfy the needs of travelers only 

further provides information on cultural and econornic circumstances in 

Bosnia and Herzegovina during the period in question. One hundred and 

thirty four settlements in Bosnia and Herzegovina had the word khan in 

their names.6 Khan charged for the service it provided. 

S See: H. Kresevljakovic,lzabrana djela, Book lll, Sarajevo, ı 99 ı, pp. ı S-ı 6. 

6 The same source, p.306 
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Caravansaries were free-Qf-charge inns, with less comfort than hans. 

Musafirhanas and lmarets 

A musafuhana was a place where a traveler could sleep free of charge and 

with a place for his horse, whereas iroarets were public kitchens where food 

was prepared for the po or and for o.fficials of the endowment to which the 

imaret belonged. In ,Bosnia and Herzegovina the best known is the Gazhi 

Husrev Bey's musatirhana with imaret 

Bedestans 

The towns which had bedestans were Sarajevo, Travnik and Banja Luka. 

Today in Sarajevo there are two bedestans which are stili in use, the Gazhi 

Husrev Bey and Br usa bedestan. The form er is a structure made of fine stone 

- tufa, with one main (larger) and several sınaller ceilings. It was built in 

1551. The Brusa Bedestan is the endowment of the great vizier Rustem Pa­

sha. It was built in 1543. It is a large stone building covered with six domes, 

and it definitely represents an exceptional architectural achievement. 

Bridges 

W e have already said that Bosniak towns w ere built in river valleys. How­

ever, a river was not an obstacle for a town to expand on both sides. This is 

why construction of bridges was so important. Besides that, bridges have 

always been a challenge for the builders. The best known bridges from the 

Bosniak heritage are: Stari Most in Mostar (1566, constructed by Hajredin) 

the Bridge ofMehmed-pasha Sokolovic on the Drina in Visegrad {1577, by 

the great Mimar Sinan) the Bridge on Zepa (Fig.S.), and Kozija cuprija /the 

literal translation would be the Goat's Bridge) on Miljacka near Sarajevo. 
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Fig.S. Bridge on Zepa Ri ver, Zepa (Photos A. Hadrovic, 2009) 

Water Supply Systems, Sabils, Shadrvan and Chasma 

The presence of water in Bosniak towns gives life to the aforementioned 

complexity of the architecture. Water from the water supply systems, which 

we of course do not see, reaches different structures and enriches them, 

as for example squares, crossroads, II?-osque harems, courtyards of private 

houses, tekkes, "ete (Fig.6.). Those structures are sabils (wooden public foun­

tains), shadrvan (a structure which provides running water and has several 

taps) and chasmas (public faucet - only one). We should mention that Sa­

rajevo had a water supply system as early as 1461. 

Fig. 6. Public malıala faucet in Sarajevo (A.Hadrovic, drawing in situ, 1985) 
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Before the Austro-Hungarians arrived, Bosnia and Herzegovina had 

143 water supply systems of a total length of 120 km. Sarajevo alone had 68 

water supply systems with a totallength of SS km. 
Shadrvan is the most luxurious structure to provide drinking water. 

Such a structure freshens and enlivens its surroundings, while with their 

appearance they respan d to the need to introduce purity and natural beauty 

to the surraunding environment. All of the aforementioned m9sques had 

sadrvans intheir harems. Even certain houses (for example the House of the 

Babic family located in Sarajevo on Bembasa, BisceviC's house in Mostar) 

preserved shadrvans in their courtyards up to the present day. The chasma, 

with its design and shape, expresses the importance of water in human 

life. There were chasmas which were made of stone, with some inscriptions 

(tarih), mentioning the name of the benefaeter and expressing gratitude 

to him, and there were those which were very simple and plain, with only 

the name of the benefaeter on them, those which had nam es (hair-cesma, 

studenac, dobra voda, ete.) and others without names. Drinking water was 

particularly important for health in a town. We shall not here talk about 

the role of natural water flm"ls, but flows which man took from i ts original 

course and adjusted to fit his needs. W e shall only mention two exarnples. A 

part of the natural flow of the water brock Moscanica, which has i ts sp ring 

in Faletici, flows from the Visegrad gate down through Vratı:ıik, Ploca and 

then through Bascarsija to reach 1vliljacka. The reason why water mills were 

built so near the carsija was to enliven the residential quarters. The purity of 

this water flow was protected by a special written decree, which was official­

ly supervised. In Stolac, a special structure was built for taking water from 

Bregava near the Inat-bridge. From there, the water flowed by specially de­

signed canal through the Stolac carsija, reaching Bregava afterwards. Also, 

anather special design was used to redirect the flow of the Bregava to run 

along the houses themselves, such as those of Jasarbegovic and LjuboviC's 

family. Similar structures are seen in Blagaj and Trebinje. 

Clock-Towers (Saat-Kule) 

As the very name implies, clock-towers are relatively tali structures with 

a large clock on top, so that people could see the time from far away. They 
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are on the one hand a retleetion of the business spirit of the town, on the 

other hand they are elements which man uses to show his desire to over­

come the gap between heaven and earth. However, above all, they are tes­

timonies of the Islamic connection of people with natural rhythms, as for 

example the exact time of prayer, fasting, the en d ôf daily fasting, ete. 
Before the Austro-Hungarians arrived (1878), there were twenty one 

clock-towersin l3osnia and Herzegovina 7 (two in Travnik, one in Banja 

Luka, Donji Vakuf, Foca, Gornji Vakuf, Gracanica, Gradacac, Hlivno, Jajce, 

Maglaj, Mostar, Nevesinje, PoCitelj (Fig.7.), Prozor, Prus,ac, Sarajevo, Tesanj, 

Trebinje, Stolac, andanother one in Sarajevo next to the White Mosque). 

Most of the clock-towers were preserved until the 1992 war. 

Fig. 7 A Pocitelj motif (A.Hadrovic, drawing in si tu, 1983) 

Forts and Odzak Structures 

Portresses were a special type of structure which feudal noblemen built 

on their estates. Their plan was either square, polygonal or round. They had 

thick walls with smail openings (for firing) and cantilevered upper floors 

7 The same, p. 496 
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which served for residential.purposes. Next to those structures, which were 

used for defense, cottages were built which would be constructed similarly 

to residential houses. At one time there were araund 300 such structures in 

Bosnia and Herzegovina, but there were only a few left when the war began 

in 1992. We must mention here the farnous fortress in Gradacac- Husein­

captain GradasceviC's fortress. It has four floors and a rectangular plan. 

The enemy fi.rst began shooting at minarets, the vertical syrnbql ofislarn. 

Then the bridges wl:!re destroyed; mahalas burnt to ashes, cemetedes lowed 

up, ete. The killing, torture and persecution of Bosniaks were all carried 

out si.multaneously with the destruction of their architecture. Can genera­

tions of Bosniaks - witnesses of the destruction of their heritage, re-build 

everything that has been constructed throughout the centuries and which 

disappeared in such a short period? 

More than money we shall need consciousness, by reconstructing the 

Old Bridge in Mostar, Ferhadija in Banja Luka, Aladia in Foca, Si~man 

Ibrahirn-pasha's mosque in Pocitelj and thousands of other buildings, to 

reanirnate past history. 

Will our modern architecture become a retleetion of our confusion and 

ambiguous external influences or testimony of our particularity? 
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