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Barely a decade ago, in March 1992, the people of Bosnia voted for independence. In a
national plebiscite, with close to two thirds of the electorate participating, voters cast their
ballots almost unanimously in favor of an independent, democratic, and pluralistic Bosnia. As
Bosnia's National Assembly met in the capital city of Sarajevo after the vote, more than
100,000 citizensMuslims, Christians, and othersrallied in front of the Parliament
building, holding signs and shouting in unison: "Mi smo za mir!""We are for peace!"
The shouts for peace were silenced by gunshots, as Serb nationalist gunmen, concealed on the
upper floors of the Holiday Inn across the street, opened fire on the crowd, killing and
wounding dozens of people as they ran for cover.
The date was 6 April, 1992. In the days and months that followed, the Serbled Yugoslav
People’s Army systematically bombarded Sarajevo from prepared positions on the mountains
overlooking the city. Snipers with telescopic sights picked off civilians as they ran down the
streets of the capital in search of food, water and shelter. [1]
Thus began the assault on BosniaHerzegovina. From the beginning, it was characterized by
two features that had little to do with legitimate military objectives:


The mass expulsion of civilians driven from their homes, robbed, raped and murdered for
being of the "wrong" ethnicity and religion, and



The deliberate targeting and destruction of cultural, religious and historic landmarks by
nationalist extremists.
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Their targets have included: the National Library in Sarajevo, the Regional Archives in
Mostar, local and national museums, the Academy of Music, the National Gallery, entire
historic districts, Muslim and Jewish cemeteries, and, above all, the places of worship of the
ethnic and religious groups that were singled out for what was euphemistically called “ethnic
cleansing.”
Three and a half years of war and “ethnic cleansing” in Bosnia, allowed to proceed unchecked
by the international community, turned more than half of the country’s four million people into
refugees and cost the lives of more than 100,000 men, women and children. The cultural
casualties were no less staggering. More than one thousand of Bosnia’s mosques, hundreds of
Catholic churches and scores of Orthodox churches, monasteries, private and public libraries,
archives, and museums were shelled, burned, and dynamited, and in many cases even the ruins
were removed by nationalist extremists in order to complete the cultural and religious
“cleansing” of the land they had seized. [2]

Table I. Destruction of Islamic religious buildings in Bosnia 199295
Building type
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or damaged
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9
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Small
neighbourhood
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(mesdžidi)
Total no. of
mosques
Qur’an schools
(mektebi)
Dervish lodges
(tekije)
Mausolea, shrines
(turbe)
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Other buildings of
1425

Islamic religious

554

38.88 %

endowments
(vakufske zgrade)
Based on data from the Institute for Protection of Cultural, Historical and Natural Heritage of Bosnia and
Herzegovina, A Report on the Devastation of Cultural, Historical and Natural Heritage of the
Republic/Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina (from April 5, 1992 until September 5, 1995 (Sarajevo, 1995),
supplemented with information from the incidents database of the State Commission for the Documentation of
War Crimes on the Territory of Bosnia and Herzegovina (Drzavna komisija za prikupljanje cinjenica o ratnim
zlocinima na podrucju Republike Bosne i Hercegovine), the Islamic Community of BosniaHerzegovina, and
other sources.

Table II. Destruction of Islamic religious buildings in Bosnia 199295
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Although we have been told that it was "ancient hatreds" that fueled this destruction, it is not
true. The history that has been destroyed, the buildings, the books, and the historical
documents, all spoke eloquently of centuries of pluralism and tolerance in Bosnia. It is this
evidence of a successfully shared past that exclusive nationalists have sought to erase.
Since the Middle Ages, Bosnia has been a complex and multifaceted society, where cultural
and religious influences from East and West have met and interacted, both with each other and
with a rich indigenous tradition.
Alone in medieval Europe, the Kingdom of Bosnia was a place where not one but three
Christian churchesRoman Catholicism, Eastern Orthodoxy and a schismatic local Bosnian
Churchexisted side by side. While the leaders of all three churches were called upon by
medieval Bosnian rulers to witness acts of state, the state did not regularly favor one church
over the others. Religious tolerance, or perhaps one might term it a relative detachment from
religious affairs, was characteristic of Bosnia for most of the medieval period. As a result,
none of the three churches could rely on the steady and exclusive patronage of either the ruling
dynasty or of the nobility and all three churches remained organizationally weak, their clergy
largely uneducated (these factors later contributed to decisions by a large part of the Bosnian
people to abandon Christianity for Islam). Poorly endowed, the churches in medieval Bosnia
were in no position to build great cathedrals or impressive monastic establishments. [3]
The kings of Bosnia and the powerful local nobles, on the other hand, built as many as 300
castles to guard their mountainous domains and grew prosperous from the revenue of trading
caravans and the precious metals extracted from Bosnia’s mines. Aside from a few precious
manuscripts and art objects, however, little remains of the rich material culture of the
medieval period. What has survived in relative abundance are examples of a distinctively
Bosnian art form, the stećci (singular: stećak): massive medieval gravestones, some in the
shape of solid stone sarcophagi, others vertically oriented. Many of the stećci are beautifully
decorated with figural carvings and incised geometric patterns; often they are grouped in
spectacular locations overlooking the countryside. [4]
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[1.] Medieval Bosnian gravestones (stećci) at Radimlja, near Stolac in Herzegovina.
(Photo: 2001 András Riedlmayer)
Islam arrived in Bosnia more than 500 years ago, when the armies of the Ottoman sultans
swept across the Balkans and onwards into Hungary. Their advance appeared unstoppable,
and many at the time felt that it was directed by the hand of God. Throughout Europe, this
was an age of religious ferment and preachers everywhere, among them Martin Luther, saw in
the coming of the Ottomans a sign of divine judgment. In Bosnia, many people from all social
and religious backgroundsmore than half the population by the 1700sadopted the
triumphant faith of the Islamic conquerors. A distinctive Bosnian Muslim culture took form,
with its own architecture, literature, social customs and folklore.[5]
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[2.] Traditional Bosnian Muslim gravestones at Jakir, near Glamoč in western Bosnia.
The very large headstone in the center marks the grave of Omer Aga Bašić, an 18th
century local Bosnian Muslim notable. (Photo: András Riedlmayer)
Although the vast majority of the new Muslim converts in Bosnia were and remained poor
farmers, many Bosnians rose to join the ranks of the Ottoman ruling elite as soldiers,
statesmen, Islamic jurists and scholars. Among the most famous of these Bosnian converts
was Mehmed Pasha Sokolović (150579), who served as grand vizier (chief minister) to three
Ottoman sultans, among them the greatest ruler of the age, Sultan Süleyman the Magnificent.
Mehmed Pasha administered an empire that stretched across three continents, from Yemen to
Algiers, from Baghdad to the gates of Vienna, and he married Princess Esmahan, Sultan
Süleyman's granddaughter. In addition to his accomplishments as a soldier and statesman,
Mehmed Pasha was also a generous patron of architecture. Among his many endowments
were two great mosques in Istanbul, the imperial capital, designed by the court architect
Sinan, and the famous bridge over the Drina that he commissioned as a benefaction for his
Bosnian home town of Višegrad.
In turn, the Ottoman sultans and their local governors also embellished Bosnia's towns with
splendid mosques and established endowments to build and support libraries, schools, charity
From the Ashes: The Past and Future of Bosnia’s Cultural Heritage / A.Riedlmayer  6 

soup kitchens and other pious foundations, around which markets, neighbourhoods and entire
new towns grew. [6]
Among these new Ottoman towns in Bosnia were Sarajevo, Banja Luka, and Mostar. Located
at strategic river crossings and the intersections of trade routes, they became cultural and
commercial centers, thanks to newly built bridges, bazaars, inns for merchants and travelers,
and other social service institutions.
The history here is reflected in the buildings: Muslim, Christian and Jewish townspeople
lived, worked and worshipped side by side. Standing in the center of Sarajevo's old bazaar is
the Gazi Husrev Beg Mosque, founded in 1531 by Bosnia’s first native Muslim governor.
Within sight of the great mosque stands the Old Orthodox church, built in the same period
(before 1539) for the use of Orthodox tradesmen attracted by the city's newly laidout
bazaars.[7] Another Ottoman governor, Sijavuš Pasha, endowed an Islamic pious foundation
(vakuf) in 158081 to erect a large apartment building (han) for the poorer members of
Sarajevo's Jewish community and granted permission for the construction of the city's first
synagogue next to the han.[8] A bit to the west is Sarajevo's Roman Catholic cathedral, built
in 1889 on the site of an older church, in a part of the old city known in Ottoman times as
Latinluk, the Latin (i.e. Roman Catholic) quarter.[9] The mosque, the synagogue, and the
Orthodox and Catholic churches are all located close to each other in the city center, within an
area of less than half a square kilometer.
South of Sarajevo lies the city of Mostar, which owes its name (“Bridgekeeper”) and its
prosperity to the graceful Ottoman bridge that joins the banks of the Neretva River. When the
Ottomans conquered the surrounding region in the late 1400s, Mostar was a modest settlement
of 20 households grouped around a medieval tower that guarded a shaky bridge of wooden
planks suspended on chains. After the administrative center of Herzegovina was moved to
Mostar in 1522, the Ottoman provincial governors, most of them Bosnian Muslims, as well as
other prominent local Muslim families made pious endowments that built more than a dozen
mosques, as well as schools, markets, and inns, around which the city’s new neighborhoods
developed. The addition of the soaring stone arch of the Ottoman bridge in 1566 gave the city
its defining landmark. By the end of the 16th century, Mostar had grown into the third largest
town in Bosnia, a thriving center of commerce and culture. At the height of its prosperity in
the late 1600s, the city had 30 mosques, and 7 madrasas (theological schools); the craftsmen
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in its bazaars were organized into 30 different guilds according to their specialties. As in
Sarajevo, the look in Mostar also bespeaks a long history of intermingled public life, with the
Islamic minaret, the Catholic campanile and the steeple of the Orthodox cathedral reaching up
from one skyline. [10]

[3.] Mostar skyline before the 19921995 war, shared by a clock tower endowed by a 17th
century Bosnian Muslim lady, the minaret of a mosque (18th century), and the steeple of
the Serbian Orthodox Cathedral (19th century) on the ridge overlooking the old city.
(Photo: 1980 William Remsen, Documentation Center, Aga Khan Program, Fine Arts
Library, Harvard University)
The placement of architecture is an intentional, thoughtful, political act. People who cannot
abide the sight of each other will not build their houses and the most important monuments of
their religious and communal life in the shadows of those of the others. Those who
commissioned these buildings and works of art, as well as those who made them, represented
a variety of religious traditions and artistic influences. The resulting monuments, manuscripts
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and art objects demonstrate the degree to which cultures transformed and acted upon each
other in Bosnia.
Thus, a number of mosques in the Herzegovina region, among them a lovely small mosque
built in the 17th century by a local Bosnian Muslim family of notables in the village of Plana,
near Bileća, have the look of medieval churches, with minarets that resemble rustic
Romanesque church steeples.

[4.] The Avdić Mosque (17th century) in Plana, near Bileća in Herzegovina.
(Photo: Documentation Center, Aga Khan Program, Fine Arts Library, Harvard
University)
We see another example of crosscultural influence in a splendid 16thcentury cope, a Roman
Catholic liturgical vestment in the treasury of a Bosnian Franciscan monastery. The cope is
made of silk brocade that is immediately recognizable as a luxury textile in the high Ottoman
court style.
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[5.] Roman Catholic liturgical vestment made from an Ottoman silk brocade textile, in
the treasury of the Franciscan monastery of Zaostrog. Pious legend has it that the
vestment was made from a mantle donated to the monastery by the last Bosnian king,
Stjepan Tomašević (d. 1463), but the textile dates from at least a century after his death.
(Photo: Franjevci na raskršću kultura i civilizacija: blago franjevačkih samostana Bosne i
Hercegovine = Franciscans on the Crossroad of Cultures and Civilizations: The Treasures
of the Franciscan Monasteries of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Zagreb: MGC, Muzejski
prostor, 1988).
A Church Slavonic Gospel manuscript, produced in the scriptorium of a Serbian Orthodox
monastery at the beginning of the 17th century, has the Cyrillic text of the Christian scriptures
framed by bands of illumination that are unmistakably Ottoman and Islamic in inspiration.
The illuminator of this manuscript, presumably a Christian monk, was familiar with and must
have had access to Islamic books as models.
Finally, we have the example of two little churches in the village of Ljubinje in Herzegovina,
one of them Roman Catholic the other Serbian Orthodox, both looking almost exactly alike.
One could say that their uncanny resemblance stems from the fact that the area probably had
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only one master stonemason, who probably knew only one way to build a church. But more
important is the fact that these two churches stood within sight of each other in the same small
community for a hundred years or more and that this apparently did not bother either the
Serbian Orthodox or the Roman Catholic parishioners

[6.] The Roman Catholic (top) and Serbian Orthodox (bottom) churches in the village of
Ljubinje in eastern Herzegovina. (Photo: Documentation Center, Aga Khan Program,
Fine Arts Library, Harvard University).
The remarkable thing about all of the above examples is that they involve items made for
religious purposes, for which the symbolic content matters more than it would in objects
intended for mundane uses. Yet, those who commissioned these objects, those who made
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them, and those who used them deliberately chose to reach across religious and cultural
boundaries and evidently did not perceive such choices as problematic.
Of course, the fact that different religions and cultural traditions managed to coexist and
engage in fruitful interactions in Bosnia should not be taken to imply an absence of hierarchies
of status or of periodic frictions and rivalries between individuals and groups. Like other
regions of Europe in the early modern era, Ottoman Bosnia had its share of corrupt officials,
oppressive landlords and rebellious peasants, bandits, bloodfeuds and other sources of social
discord. However, the fact of pluralism itself was considered a given. Over the longue durée,
Bosnians of different religious traditions found ways to live, work and build together.
The "ancient hatreds," then, are for the most part of recent vintagenot the inevitable
outcome of a history marked by endless conflict, but conscious creations of the essentialist
ideologies of our own troubled times. Before the Gazi Husrev Beg Mosque in Sarajevo was
deliberately targeted for shelling by Bosnian Serb artillery in 1992, it had stood unmolested
for hundreds of years.
Bosnia's Ottoman centuries came to an abrupt end in the year 1878, when a conference of the
European powers met in Berlin and placed the province under AustroHungarian
administration. The new rulers brought a Viennese taste for the eclectic to their efforts to
modernize Bosnia's cities. Erecting new schools, museums and civic institutions they sought
to bring their newly acquired territory into the modern age. The buildings and cityscapes that
are the most enduring legacy of four decades of Habsburg rule in BosniaHerzegovina display
a characteristically Bosnian blend of cultural influences.[11]
Among the most handsome monuments of this eclectic era is Sarajevo’s beloved Town Hall
(Vijećnica in Bosnian), a MoorishRevival style building erected on the bank of the Miljacka
river in the old town center of in the 1890s. In addition to housing the municipal
administration, Vijećnica was also where Bosnia's first national parliament was convened on
the eve of World War I. After 1918, when Bosnia was absorbed into the newly created
Yugoslav state, the building continued to serve as Sarajevo's city hall until the end of World
War II. In 1945, the mayor’s office was moved out and for the next half century the historic
Town Hall became the home of Bosnia’s National Library.
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[7.] The first Bosnian parliament (Bosanski sabor), meeting in the Vijećnica (Town Hall)
of Sarajevo in 1910. (Photo: Historic postcard in the collection of the Documentation
Center, Aga Khan Program, Fine Arts Library, Harvard University).

[8.] The same room in the Vijećnica (old Town Hall), being used as the main reading
room of the National and University Library of BosniaHerzegovina in the 1980s. (Photo:
Documentation Center, Aga Khan Program, Fine Arts Library, Harvard University).
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An hour after nightfall on the evening of August 25, 1992, the National Library was bombarded
and set on fire by a tightly targeted barrage of incendiary shells, fired by Serb nationalist forces
from the heights overlooking the building. The library is located near the center of Sarajevo’s
old town, at the bottom of a deep valley. According to eyewitnesses, the incendiary shells
which have little explosive power but are designed to start hightemperature blazes that are
difficult to extinguishwere fired at the library from half a dozen different Bosnian Serb Army
artillery emplacements on the mountains facing the old town on the east and south sides of the
valley. Only the library was hitsurrounding buildings stand intact to this day. Once the
library was fully ablaze, the shelling ceased. However, Bosnian Serb Army troops swept the
surroundings with heavy machinegun and antiaircraft cannon fire aimed at street level, in order
to keep away the Sarajevo firemen and volunteers trying to save books from the burning
building. As the flames started to die down around daybreak, the shelling with incendiary
munitions resumed and the building continued to burn for some 15 hours; it smoldered for days
thereafter. An estimated 1.5 million volumes were consumed by the flames in this, the largest
single incident of deliberate bookburning in modern history.
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[9a.] The National and University Library of BosniaHerzegovina on fire, August 26, 1992,
following bombardment by Bosnian Serb forces. [9b.] View of the burnedout interior of
the National and University Library, Sarajevo. (Photos: Documentation Center, Aga
Khan Program, Fine Arts Library, Harvard University).
A librarian who was there described the scene:
"The fire lasted for days. The sun was obscured by the smoke of books, and
all over the city sheets of burned paper, fragile pages of grey ashes, floated down
like a dirty black snow. Catching a page you could feel its heat, and for a moment
read a fragment of text in a strange kind of black and grey negative, until,
as the heat dissipated, the page melted to dust in your hand." [12]
The inferno left the library a gutted shell, its interior filled with rubble and the carbonized
remains more than a million books. Before it was burned, the National Library held 155,000
rare books, unique special collections and archives, 478 manuscript codices, more than 600
sets of Bosnian periodicals, the national collection of record of the books, newspapers and
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journals published in Bosnia since the mid19th century, as well as the main research
collections of the University of Sarajevo. The books and archives destroyed by the fire
included many items recorded nowhere elseirreplaceable documents of centuries of Bosnia's
social, cultural and political life. One of the Sarajevo citizens who risked their lives to pass
books out of the burning library building told a television camera crew: "We managed to save
just a few, very precious books. Everything else burned down. And a lot of our heritage,
national history, lay down there in ashes." [13]
Three months before the attack on the National Library, the Serb nationalist gunners' target
had been Sarajevo's Oriental Institute, which housed the country's largest collection of Islamic
manuscript texts and the former Ottoman provincial archives. It was shelled and burned with
all of its contents during the night of May 17, 1992. Like the National Library, the Institute
was targeted with incendiary munitions. The Institute was completely burned out and its
unique collection was destroyed, while surrounding buildings were left untouched.
The losses included more than 5,200 bound manuscript codices in Arabic, Persian, Ottoman
Turkish, and in arebica (Bosnian Slavic written in Arabic script), the written record of five
centuries of Islamic culture in Bosnia. The Sarajevo Oriental Institute also housed Bosnia’s
Ottomanera provincial archive---a quarter million historical documents, almost all of them
destroyed in the blaze. It was wellknown that the Institute’s held a set of nineteenthcentury
cadastral registers, records of the ownership of land in Bosnia and Herzegovina at the end of
Ottoman rule. There was widespread speculation that the Oriental Institute had been targeted
in order to destroy the land records.
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[10.] Interior of the Oriental Institute in Sarajevo, carpeted with the ashes of burned
books and manuscripts, after it was shelled and burned by Serb forces in May 1992.
(Photo: Documentation Center, Aga Khan Program, Fine Arts Library, Harvard
University).
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[11a.] Partially burned Ottoman document from the Oriental Institute’s destroyed
archive. [11b.] Prewar photograph of a page from one of the Oriental Institute’s 5,263
Islamic manuscript codices, a 15thcentury astrological treatise, burned in May 1992.
(Photo: Documentation Center, Aga Khan Program, Fine Arts Library, Harvard
University).
We have evidence that these attacks were not isolated cases of "collateral damage", incidental
to the general mayhem of warfare, but part of a deliberate and systematic effort to target
cultural heritage. In September 1992, BBC reporter Kate Adie interviewed Serbian gunners
on the hillsides overlooking Sarajevo and asked them why they had been shelling the Holiday
Inn, the hotel where all of the foreign correspondents were known to stay. The Serbian
officer commanding the guns apologized to Ms. Adie, explaining his men had not meant to hit
the hotel, but had been aiming at the roof of the National Museum behind it.
The museum was badly damaged during the 31/2year siege. Shells crashed through the roof
and the skylights and all of its 300 windows were shot out; shellholes penetrated the walls of
several galleries. Parts of the National Museum's collection that could not be moved to safe
storage remained inside the building, exposed to damage from artillery attacks and to decay
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from exposure to the elements. Dr. Rizo Sijarić, the museum's director, was killed by a shell
burst during Sarajevo's second siege winter (December 10, 1993), while trying to arrange for
plastic sheeting from U.N. relief agencies to cover some of the holes in the building. [14]
The catalogue of losses does not stop there. One could mention the destroyed and looted
monastery, church and library of the Franciscan Theological Seminary in the Sarajevo suburb
of Neđarići; the shelling and partial destruction of the regional archive of Herzegovina in
Mostar; the 50,000 volumes lost when the library of the Roman Catholic bishopric of Mostar
was set ablaze by the Serbled Yugoslav army; the burning and bulldozing of the 16thcentury
Serbian Orthodox monastery of Žitomislić, south of Mostar, by Croat extremists; and similar
acts of destruction in hundreds of other Bosnian communities subjected to "ethnic cleansing"
by Serb and Croat nationalist forces.
This systematic assault on culture can be explained an attempt to eliminate the material
evidencebooks, documents, and works of artthat could remind future generations that
people of different ethnic and religious traditions once shared a common heritage and common
space in Bosnia. The goal of nationalist extremists is to create a religiously and ethnically
“pure” future, based on the premise that coexistence isand always wasimpossible. The
continued existence of a heritage that speaks of a history characterized by pluralism and
tolerance contradicts this premise, which is why, amidst an ongoing armed conflict, such efforts
were invested in destroying the relics of Bosnia’s “impure” past.
In addition to transforming the landscape to better accord with the demands of ideology, there is
also a practical aspect to the war on culture. While the destruction of a community's cultural
and religious institutions and records is, first of all, part of a strategy of intimidation aimed at
intimidating driving out members of the targeted group, it also serves a longterm goal. These
records were proof that others once lived in that place, that they had historical roots there. By
burning the documents, by razing houses of worship and bulldozing graveyards, the nationalists
who overran and “cleansed” hundreds of towns and villages in Bosnia were trying to insure
themselves against the possibility that the people they expelled and dispossessed might one day
return to reclaim their homes and properties.
In a context where ethnic identity is defined by the religious choices made by one’s ancestors,
it is religious buildingsmosques, churches, monasteriesthat serve as the most potent
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markers of a community’s presence. Thus it is not surprising that the destruction of houses of
worship became one of the hallmarks of “ethnic cleansing” in Bosnia. [15]
At the conclusion of hostilities at the end of 1995, in the territory seized by Bosnian Serb
forces during the war more than 95 percent of all nonSerb residents had been killed or
expelled, and out of many hundreds of mosques almost all had been damaged or destroyed.
According to one report, citing United Nations officials, at the end of the war in 1996 the sole
surviving mosque in what is now the Republika Srpska (Bosnia’s Serb entity) was the one
in the village of Baljvine, near Mrkonjićgrad. Although the Bosnian Serbs
had expelled Muslims from the village early in the war, when a Serb gang
later came to destroy the mosque, the local Serb inhabitants persuaded them
to leave the mosque alone, saying it was part of the "local color." [16]
More typical is what happened in Trebinje in eastern Herzegovina on the night of January 27,
1993, where Serb nationalist militiamen celebrated the feast of St. Sava, the medieval founder
of the Serbian Orthodox Church, by burning down the town’s oldest mosque and expelling
thousands of Trebinje’s Bosnian Muslim residents:
It burned all night as drunken men in paramilitary uniforms fired machine guns
in the air. By morning Trebinje's 500year old mosque was ashes and a darkeyed
young man, Kemal Bubić, 29, joined thousands of numbed people moving eastward
"At that moment everything I had was burned down," he said. "It's not that my family
was burned down, but it's my foundation that burned. I was destroyed." [17]
Another small town in Bosnia is Foča on the Drina, east of Sarajevo. In April 1992, Foča was
overrun by Serb nationalist militia, who killed or expelled the town's majority Bosnian
Muslim population, set up a rape camp for Muslim women in the local sports arena, and set
about blowing up and bulldozing Foča's sixteen ancient mosques. Among them was the
Aladža Mosque, built in 1557, once one of the loveliest examples of Islamic religious
architecture in the Balkans. Hardly a trace remains of it today; the blasted walls were leveled
by bulldozer and dumped into the nearby river. Only the faint outlines of the mosque's
foundation and a small circle of white marble splinters, the shattered remnants of the ablution
fountain, poke through the weeds. "Cleansed" of its mosques and Bosnian Muslims, Foča has
been renamed Srbinje ("Serb Town") to celebrate its new ethnicallypure identity. [18]
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[12.] The 16thc.entury Aladža Mosque in the eastern Bosnian town of Foča on the Drina,
before the war. (Photo: Documentation Center, Aga Khan Program, Fine Arts Library,
Harvard University).

[13.] Cleared site of the Aladža Mosque in Foča after the war. The circle of stones seen in
the foreground is what remains of the marble ablution fountain (sadrvan); the outlines of
the razed mosque's foundations can still be seen in the grass growing on the site. (Photo:
1996 Lucas Kello. Documentation Center, Aga Khan Program, Fine Arts Library,
Harvard University).
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On March 13th, 1993, six mosques were blown up in a single night in the Serboccupied town
of Bijeljina in eastern Bosnia. The next day, bulldozers were clearing away the rubble and a
long line of trucks and buses stood ready to take away those town's terrified Muslim residents.
Two months later, in May 1993, Western reporters visiting the town found grass and trees
planted on the leveled sites; it was as if the mosques and Bijeljina's 30,000 Muslims had never
been there. [19]
In the northern Bosnian city of Banja Luka, which had been under the control Serb nationalists
since before the beginning of the war and where there was no fighting, all of the city's
mosques were blown up between April and September 1993. In the center of the city stood
the Ferhadija Mosque, built in 1583 by Ferhad Pasha Sokolović, the Ottoman governor of
Banja Luka and a cousin of Sultan Süleyman's famous Bosnian grand vizier. In the same way
that Gazi Husrev Beg’s benefactions had made Sarajevo flourish, it was the endowments
founded by Ferhad Pasha and his successors that helped turn Banja Luka from a sleepy village
into Bosnia’s second city.
On the evening of May 6,1993, as the city's Serbs were celebrating Đurđevdan (the Orthodox
feast of Saint George), Banja Luka’s remaining Muslim residents huddled in their houses,
apprehensive that, as on other such occasions since the start of the war, the celebrations would
turn into a pogrom. At around 11 pm, witnesses looking out their windows saw Bosnian Serb
Army troops blocking off the streets around two old mosques near the city center, the 410
yearold Ferhadija and the 17th–century Arnaudija Mosque. A short while later, they heard
military trucks pulling up in front of the two mosques. After midnight, powerful explosions
were heard and by morning both mosques were gone. Of the lovely Arnaudija, nothing
remained but a pile of rubble. Next to the empty site of the Ferhadija, the stump of the
minaret still stood, but not for long. Despite pleas from the Muslim community to spare the
remains, Banja Luka’s Bosnian Serb mayor, Predrag Radić, declared the minaret a “hazard to
passersby” and ordered the municipal roads department to remove it. Using more explosives
and pneumatic drills, the remaining fragments of the ancient stonework were broken up into
rubble, which was trucked off to a secret dump site outside the city limits to prevent it from
ever being used in rebuilding the mosque. [20
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[14.] The 16thcentury Ferhadija Mosque in Banja Luka,, the day after it was blown up
by Bosnian Serb Army sappers in May 1993. The stump of the toppled minaret (in the
foreground) and the mausoleum of Ferhad Pasha Sokolović (at right) were later also
blown up and the rubble removed by the Serb municipal authorities. (Photo: 1993
Aleksander Aco Ravlić. Documentation Center, Aga Khan Program, Fine Arts Library,
Harvard University).
By the end of that year all of Banja Luka's remaining Islamic religious sites and eleven Roman
Catholic churches in the Banja Luka region had been destroyed. As elsewhere, the destruction
of the monuments was also a signal for the expulsion of the people who cherished theman
estimated 550,000 Bosnian Muslims, Catholic Bosnian Croats, Roma (Gypsies) and other
nonSerbs who lived in this area of northwestern Bosnia before the war were killed or forced
into exile.
In Višegrad, site of the famous old Ottoman bridge on the Drina, they came for the Muslims
in August 1992. A British reporter passed through town at the end of the month and
interviewed refugees huddled in sheds outside the city limits. "We are ready to run if they
come for us again," one Muslim refugee said, as he described how the great bridge had been
used night after night as a killing ground by drunken Serb militiamen. "They bulldozed the
two mosques in the main street in Višegrad so we wouldn't come back," he said. [21]
In 1993, emboldened by the Western powers' endorsement of ethnic partition, Croat nationalists
launched an allout war to carve an ethnically pure "homeland" out of Herzegovina and parts of
central Bosnia. There had been ominous signs the year before, in the first months of the war,
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following the the devastating AprilJune 1992 siege of Mostar by the Serbled Yugoslav
People’s Army (JNA), in which most of the city’s historic monumentsincluding 17 of
Mostar’s 19 mosques and all three of its Roman Catholic churcheshad been damaged or
destroyed by JNA shelling. [22]
On a high ridge overlooking the old town of Mostar is the great Serbian Orthodox Cathedral
(Saborna crkva). The cathedral was built in 18631873, during the last years of Ottoman
rule. Ottoman Sultan Abdül Aziz himself approved the site for the church and donated
100,000 silver coins for its construction, while the Russian czar sent money for the interior
decoration. For more than a century the tall, Serbian Baroque steeple of the Orthodox
cathedral had been part of Mostar’s skylineit had survived even the horrors of the second
world war, when Croatian fascists had first turned on their nonCroat neighbours.
At the beginning of June 1992, the Serb nationalist forces besieging Mostar were driven out of
artillery range. Within days, the city’s Serbian Orthodox cathedral was destroyed in a single,
enormous explosion in the middle of the night of June 15, 1992. Those responsible clearly
wanted no stone left on stone: more than a hundred nearby houses were also damaged in the
blast. While no group openly claimed responsibility for the attack, it was widely understood
to have been the work of Croat extremists taking vengeance for the JNA's destruction of the
city’s Catholic churches.
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[15.] The blasted ruins of the Serbian Orthodox Cathedral (Saborna crkva) in Mostar,
blown up in June 1992 by Croat nationalist extremists. (Photo: June 2001 András
Riedlmayer)
During the same month, Croat militias rounded up and expelled or imprisoned Bosnian Serb
civilians living in areas under their control. At the end of the summer, Croat nationalist forces
began the process of expelling all nonCroats from their selfstyled “Croatian Republic of
HercegBosna”. First to be “cleansed” was the small town of Prozor, where in October 1992,
Croat nationalists shelled the mosque and the surrounding neighborhood, robbed and
terrorized the town's 5,000 Muslim inhabitants and sent them fleeing into the mountains as
night fell. [23]
By the spring and summer of 1993, "ethnic cleansing" was in full swing throughout the areas
designated for Croat nationalist control under the proposed VanceOwen partition plan for
Bosnia, and the old town of Mostar was once again being shelled, this time by Croat forces.
The following is an excerpt from a report issued by the Office of the United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees on 23 August 1993:
In early July [1993], hundreds of draftage men in Stolac, a predominantly Muslim
town, [southeast of Mostar] were reportedly rounded up [by the Bosnian Croat
authorities] and detained, probably in [the concentration camps at] Dretelj and Gabela.
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The total number of detained civilians from Stolac is believed to be about 1,350. [...]
On 1 August, four mosques in Stolac were blown up. That night, witnesses said,
military trucks carrying soldiers firing their weapons in the air went through the town
terrorizing and rounding up all Muslim women, children and elderly. The cries and
screams of women and children could be heard throughout the town as the soldiers
looted and destroyed Muslim homes. The soldiers, who wore handkerchiefs, stockings
or paint to hide their faces, took the civilians to Blagaj, an area of heavy fighting
northwest of Stolac. [24]
The four mosques mentioned in the report are (or were) charming examples of regional
architecture, three of them dating from the 1730s, one from the 1600s, built by local craftsmen
to the taste of the patrons, welltodo Muslim Slav families from nearby Mostar. These were
not what art historians call great works of art. But for the Muslim residents of Stolac, they
embodied their hometown's Islamic past. The extremists who destroyed these monuments are
well aware of the vital connection between a community of people and its cultural heritage.
More than a year after the end of the war, in January 1997, United Nations police monitors
escorted two busloads of Bosnian Muslim refugees seeking to return to their homes in Stolac.
They were turned back on the outskirts of town by a stonethrowing mob organized by the
Croat nationalist mayor of Stolac. As the refugees and their UN escorts retreated under a hail
of eggs and stones, the mob chanted: "No more Muslims, no more mosques, no more bowing
prayers." [25]
A Croat nationalist militiaman, interviewed in Mostar in September 1993, explained to a
British reporter why he was trying to destroy the 427yearold Ottoman bridge: "It is not
enough to clean Mostar of the Muslims," he said, "the relics must also be removed." [26]
A Muslim resident of Mostar, interviewed during that summer, was asked why he had stayed
on, despite the shelling, the hunger and the other dangers of life under siege: "I'm fighting for
the bridge," he said, as if that explained it all. Less than two months later, on November 9,
1993, after hours of concentrated bombardment by a Croatian Army tank firing its cannon at
close range, the bridge at Mostar finally collapsed into the river. By an eerie coincidence, the
bridge was felled on the 55th anniversary of Kristallnacht, the night when Jewish synagogues
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and institutions were smashed and burned throughout Hitler's Great German Reichthat, too,
was an integral part of what today is euphemistically called "ethnic cleansing."
Like German Jews in the 1930s, most Bosnian Muslims today are in fact highly secularized.
But a people's identity is inextricably linked with the visible symbols of their culture. Once
those anchors are gone, the past, like the future, can be recreated by the victors.
In the Drina river town of Zvornik there were once a dozen mosques; in the 1991 census, 60%
of its residents called themselves Muslim Slavs. By the end of 1992 the town was 100% Serb,
and by the following spring Branko Grujić, the “cleansed” city’s new Serb mayor, was telling
foreign visitors: "There never were any mosques in Zvornik." [27]
The historian Eric Hobsbawm has written:
History is the raw material for nationalist or ethnic or fundamentalist ideologies,
as poppies are the raw material for heroin addiction [...] If there is no suitable past,
it can always be invented. The past legitimizes. The past gives a more glorious
background to a present that doesn't have that much to show for itself. [28]
To this, one should also add: before inventing a new past, the old one must first be erased.
In Bosnia, this erasure took a quite literal form. Consider, as an example, the city of Banja
Luka, where in early 1994, only months after the last of the city's sixteen mosques had been
blown up, the city fathers presided over the opening of an exhibition marking the sixtyfifth
anniversary of Banja Luka’s designation as the regional capital. The exhibition was organized
by the regional museum, which had been renamed “The Museum of the Republika Srpska,”
and featured historical photographs of Banja Luka from the 1920s and 30s and documents of
the period. Of the dozens of old photographs displayed in the exhibition, not one showed any
trace of a mosque or minaret. Like the “vanishing commissars” airbrushed out of photographs
in Stalin’s Russia, these major landmarks of Banja Luka’s urban landscape had vanished from
the photos on display. In the new, "ethnically pure" construction of the past, they had never
existed. In fact, they could not have existedsince according to the newly promulgated
version of local history, Banja Luka was and always had been a purely Serb city. [29]
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[16.] Early20thcentury postcard showing the main market street in Banja Luka, with
the Ferhadija Mosque towering in the background. (Historic postcard in the collection of
the Documentation Center, Aga Khan Program, Fine Arts Library, Harvard University).
In the worldview of those who organized this exhibition, pluralism is anathema and
coexistence is declared to be an impossibility. The past, with its evidence of cultural
intermingling and synthesis has to be refashioned to conform to the nationalist paradigm of an
apartheid future. That which contradicts the paradigmpeople, buildings, works of art, or the
written wordhas to be removed along with the memory of its existence.
In an effort to fight this assault on memory and to resurrect lost collections of manuscripts and
historical documents from the ashes, a group of scholars from Bosnia, Canada and the United
States have established the Bosnian Manuscripts Ingathering Project. We were prompted by
the realization that although the Oriental Institute and many other manuscript collections in
Bosnia are now ashes, a number of the destroyed originals probably still exist in the form of
microfilms, photocopies or other facsimiles taken by foreign scholars as part of research
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projects or sent abroad as part of exchanges between Bosnian libraries and foreign institutions.
By collecting copies of these copies of lost originals and making them available via the
Internet, we hope to help our Bosnian colleagues to resurrect at least part of their burned
collections in facsimile.
We collect data is by a variety of means, including an interactive website, announcements in
scholarly conferences and journals, and by direct approaches to individuals. Our first
successful recovery, a haul of ca. 700 pages of recovered copies of manuscripts, came from a
retired professor at the University of Toronto, who had brought the copies back from a
research trip to Sarajevo nearly 20 years ago. We scanned these and other recovered
photocopies onto a CDROM, which we delivered to the Oriental Institute in Sarajevo in
November 1998. While that represents a mere fraction of what was lost, we are determined to
continue. Each item we uncover is one spark of light rescued from the darkness of oblivion
and one more way to frustrate the aims of those who tried to destroy Bosnia, its people and
their cultural heritage. [30]
Unfortunately, cultural heritage and cultural institutions tend to rank low on the international
community’s list of priorities for postwar reconstruction. For the United Nations and for most
NGOs and intergovernmental agencies, operating in the usual crisisresponse mode, the
aftermath of genocide in the Balkans is just another "humanitarian crisis" which,
paradoxically, reduces those most immediately affected from full human beings to "victims."
Stripped of all local specificity (a personal or collective past, cultural characteristicslet
alone cultural values or needs), they become indistinguishable from all the other nameless
victims of floods, wars and other calamities around the world. What the international
agencies, quite rightly, focus on first is people's elemental requirements: shelter, food, medical
care. Usually ignored in the process are questions such as: who these people (specifically) are
as individuals or as a community, what in fact happened to them, or what they (specifically)
might want or need.
What is particularly striking in all this is the reversal of perspectivesthe "ethnic cleansers"
show a keen understanding of cultural and religious factors: these are the main criteria on
which they select their targets (both human and material) for attacks and destruction. The
people who have been “cleansed” because of their cultural and religious identity also
understand this all too well, which is why, amidst the devastation, they express such concern
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for the rebuilding of houses of worship and cultural and educational facilities. Paradoxically,
it is those engaged in the "humanitarian response" who prefer to set aside such considerations
as "inappropriate to the first phase of reconstruction."
Long after the end of the war, international officials have continued to mostly pay lip service
to the need for the reconstruction and protection of Bosnia’s warravaged cultural and
religious heritage. One of the features of 1995 Dayton Peace Agreement is a clause (Annex 8)
establishing a Commission to Preserve National Monuments which, along with the
Commission on Human Rights (consisting of the Office of the Ombudsman and the Human
Rights Chamber), is among the few governmental bodies granted jurisdiction in both the
Federation of BosniaHerzegovina and the Republika Srpska, the two entities that together
make up postwar BosniaHerzegovina. However, more than five years after Dayton, the
Commission to Preserve National Monuments remains mired in disputes about procedural
issues and, as of this writing, it has yet to undertake any meaningful measures for the
protection of Bosnia’s cultural heritage.

[17a.] Barbarism is contagious. A broken stećak, one of a group of medieval gravestones
in the form of large stone crosses carved with designs of human figures, at the village of
Gornja Drežnica, in the mountains north of Mostar. These ancient stećci have been
smashed by a bulldozer and the broken crosses defaced with a crudelydrawn Islamic
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crescentandstar logo (also the symbol of the Bosniaknationalist SDA party). The same
“crescent” graffiti can also be seen defacing a vandalized Roman Catholic church in
Donja Drežnica, at the entrance to the Drežnica valley, which was the scene of intense
fighting between Croat and Muslim militias in 19931994 (Photo: June 2001 András
Riedlmayer).

[17b.] Prewar photograph of the medieval stećcicrosses at Gornja Drežnica, from a
study by Šefik Bešlagić, "Stari krstovi u Drežnici," Naše starine 3 (1956), pp. 17988.
Among the Commission’s meager accomplishments so far has been a tentative agreement on
a list of buildings and sites to be designated as “national monuments” (although there is still
no consensus on precisely what obligations such a designation might impose on property
owners and on the local authorities). One of these designated “national monuments” is the
Ferhadija Mosque in Banja Luka, a historic building that no longer exists and whose
reconstruction has been persistently blocked by the Serb nationalists who remain in control of
the Republika Srpska. The municipal authorities in Banja Luka not only removed the rubble
of the Ferhadija and the other demolished mosques, they also deleted the mosques from the
city’s master plan. The sites where the mosques once stood have been reserved for public
parks and other uses, according to the authorities, who declared reconstruction to be out of
the question.
In frustration, the Islamic Community of Bosnia, acting on behalf of the few thousand
Muslims who still remain in the Banja Luka and the tens of thousands of exiled Banja Lukan
Muslims who want to return, turned to the Human Rights Chamber for redress. In July 1999,
the Human Rights Chamber ruled that the Government of the Republika Srpska had denied the
right of the Islamic Community to freedom of religion by refusing to allow the reconstruction
of mosques destroyed in the war. The Chamber specifically established that the Islamic
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Community had property rights to fifteen sites of destroyed mosques and the right to enclose
the properties. According to the decision, the Government of the Republika Srpska may not
allow other construction on these sites and must issue any construction permits necessary to
rebuild mosques on seven of the sites. [31]
Following another year and a half of obstruction by the Bosnian Serb authorities, threats of
further legal action, and a great deal of earnest exhortation and cajoling on the part of
international officials, on March 19, 2001 the urban planning department of the Banja Luka
municipality finally issued the necessary construction permit authorizing the rebuilding of the
Ferhadija Mosque.
Although the funds and the plans for the reconstruction were not yet ready, a cornerstone
laying ceremony was set for May 7, 2001, the eighth anniversary of the mosque’s destruction.
The Republika Srpska ministry of the interior and Banja Luka’s police chief promised to
provide security for the event, the police chief assuring reporters that he expected no
problems. However, the ceremony, which was supposed to mark the beginning of
reconciliation in Banja Luka, turned into a pogrom instead. As one wire service report
described the event,
Up to 2,000 nationalist Serbs rioted Monday to prevent a groundbreaking ceremony
for reconstruction of a 16th century mosque in the Serbrun city of Banja Luka.
The mob broke through a police cordon protecting international diplomats and some
1,000 former Muslim residents of Banja Luka who arrived to attend the ceremony.
The visitors were stoned and beaten, their prayer rugs stolen and burned, the
Muslim flag ripped down from the Islamic community building, burned and replaced
by a Bosnian Serb flag.
To further insult the Muslims, the mob chased a pig into the park where the
mosque once stood, slaughtered it, and hung its head in front of the Islamic community
building, where about 250 people, including the diplomatic corps and former
Muslim residents, hid from the mob. [32]
The mob surrounded the building for six hours, breaking all the windows and screaming “Kill
the Turks [i.e. the Muslims].” Among those trapped inside were the U.S., Canadian, British,
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and Swedish ambassadors to Bosnia, and Jacques Klein, head of the UN Mission in Bosnia.
To their credit, the diplomats refused offers of safe passage until all of the Bosnian Muslims in
the building had been evacuated to safety. More than 30 people were injured in the Banja
Luka pogrom; Murat Badić, a 61yearold Bosnian Muslim who had come pray at the
ceremony, was beaten unconscious and subsequently died of his injuries.
In the days after the incident, it became clear that the riot in Banja Luka, and a similar anti
Muslim mob action to stop the reconstruction of a mosque in Trebinje two days earlier, had
been carefully prepared. The Banja Luka municipal public works department had reportedly
dumped truckloads of rocks near the site of the mosque the night before the event, as
ammunition for the rioters. In an effort to placate international officials after the riot, the
Republika Srpska’s Minister of Education sacked the principals of six secondary schools in
Banja Luka who had released their pupils from classes to allow them to take part in the
“protest.” [33]
After the initial wave of expressions of outrage, some officials suggested that projects for the
rebuilding of mosques and churches that were destroyed during the war ought to be
postponedperhaps indefinitelybecause such buildings may be perceived as “provocative”
(presumably by those who destroyed them in the first place).
However, after many years of pandering to such sensitivities, the time has come for the
international community to face reality. There has to be a recognition among policy makers
that cultural rights, religious freedom, and the right of refugees to return to their prewar
homes are inextricably linked with each other. The protection and reconstruction of religious
and cultural heritage damaged or destroyed in the 199295 “ethnic cleansing” of Bosnia is not
a frill to be dispensed with or a “sensitive matter” better left untouched. It is central to the
issue of restoring multiculturalism and a civil society in postwar Bosnia. Without guarantees
of cultural security, including the rebuilding of destroyed houses of worship and cultural
institutions, hundreds of thousands of Bosnians will never have the confidence to return to the
communities from which they were expelled.
How can and should we respond to these attacks against culture? First, we have to reassert
and act on our own belief that there are principles of decency and international legality that are
worth defending. This means doing everything in our power to make sure that those who have
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violated laws protecting cultural property are indeed punished and not rewarded for their
deeds. In addition to supporting criminal prosecutions of those responsible, the international
community should make a concerted effort to ensure some measure of restitution. In Bosnia,
Kosovo and other postconflict situations, it is vital that effective steps be taken to make
certain that reconstruction projects will not be held hostage by bureaucratic obstruction or
mob violence.
The restoration of damaged or destroyed cultural heritage is not a matter that can be safely
ignored, left to the victims to sort out, or hopefully put up for adoption by interested NGOs.
As the postwar experience in the Balkans has amply demonstrated, most of the NGOs active
in the aftermath of war and “ethnic cleansing” are neither interested in nor well qualified for
undertaking such projects. The NGOs’ lack of experience in dealing with heritage, combined
in some cases with aggressive sectarian agendas, can do more harm than good, compounding
and completing the destruction wrought by the “ethnic cleansers” and causing further
divisions in the community.
However, in general, international aid agencies and nonsectarian organizations concerned
with heritage protection have tended to shy away from projects that involve religious
structures, in the mistaken belief that the reconstruction of houses of worship is a “sensitive
issue,” which it is best to avoid or postpone for the sake of postwar reconciliation. In this,
they ignore the key role that such projects can play in promoting the return of minority
refugees, which is one of the principal goals of the international community in postDayton
Bosnia. By keeping their distance from such projects, these secular organizations have also
left the field open to sectarian sponsors, among them Islamic fundamentalist aid agencies from
the Arab world that have their own radical agendas and have little interest either in the
preservation of heritage or in the promotion of interreligious and intercommunal harmony in
Bosnia. [34]
Among the many negative consequences of the fragmented political arrangements imposed on
Bosnia by the framework of the Dayton Agreement is that the institutions that used to be
supported at the national level, including those involved in the protection of cultural heritage,
have been left orphaned, without adequate support or legal mandate. However, at the local
level, where regulatory authority now resides, there is a serious shortage of expertise and
resources for dealing with the cultural catastrophe wrought by the war. In addition to funding
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for specific projects, there is a need for training in proper methods of assessment and in
current methods and approaches to the conservation of wardamaged monuments. The local
authorities also need support in drafting and effectively enforcing standards and regulations to
stop the ongoing destruction of important buildings and heritage sites that survived the war
only to fall victim to uncontrolled postwar development.
One of the most important ways in which governmental and international agencies can
promote the work of cultural reconstruction is through sponsoring programs for professional
education and technical and material assistance that can help build up the capability of the
local institutions in Bosnia. For some years to come, the need for an international presence
and for international assistance will continue. But ultimately, it will be these institutions and
the new generation of Bosnian architects and heritage experts who will be responsible for
ensuring that their country’s rich multicultural past will remain as a legacy and a lesson for
future generations of Bosnians.

NOTES:
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