
47

МЕЖДУНАРОДНА НАУЧНА КОНФЕРЕНЦИЯ БАНИ’2019
INTERNATIONAL SCIENTIFIC CONFERENCE BASA'2019

(NO) PROTECTION OF CULTURAL HERITAGE IN BOSNIA AND 
HERZEGOVINA

Naida Ademović1

The University of Sarajevo, Faculty of Civil Engineering

Abstract: Over the past centuries, an enormous amount of cultural heritage 
structures have been destroyed in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Many structures were 
destroyed due to the conflict and the others have been heavily affected by the 
weathering conditions. Our influence and impact vary from the inability to do 
anything as in the period from 1992-1995, to the point where we as citizens we can 
do a lot. However, how eager are we to do that? How willing are we to fight for 
cultural heritage and its values? How aware are we what is cultural heritage and 
what is its value to the next generations? Several cases have shown that the 
awareness is rather low leading to the devastation of historical pearls. In this paper, 
several examples will be shown where protection has been omitted leading to 
degradation of cultural heritage and them being abandoned and forgotten. In this 
way, we as a society are depriving future generations of their history and their 
heritage.
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1. Introduction
Cultural heritage is a harmonized relationship involving society (systems of 

interactions connecting people), norms, and values (ideas such as belief systems that 
attribute relative importance). Generally, cultural heritage can be divided into tangible and
intangible heritage. Tangible Cultural Heritage refers to physical artifacts produced, 
maintained and transmitted intergenerationally in a society. It includes artistic creations, 
buildings, and monuments as built heritage, and other physical or tangible products of 
human creativity that are invested with cultural significance in society. Intangible Cultural 
Heritage indicates ‘the practices, representations, expressions, knowledge, skills – as well 
as the instruments, objects, artifacts and cultural spaces associated therewith – that 
communities, groups and, in some cases, individuals recognize as part of their Cultural 
Heritage’ [1]. Examples of intangible heritage are oral traditions, performing arts, local 
knowledge, and traditional skills.

In the last years, as a consequence of deliberate action, or due to accidents by natural 
disasters damage or destruction of cultural heritage has been seen throughout the world.
Theft, civil disorder, terrorism, war, neglect, and vandalism are human factors in the accidental 
or deliberate destruction of our heritage [2]. Manmade disasters can even exceed natural 
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disasters in the harmful effects on the collective remembrance of the past. Besides the 
deliberate and systematic destruction of cultural heritage during wars which was and still is 
evident, neglect and no protection of cultural heritage are evident in peacetime as well. 
What is society’s level of awareness of the importance of cultural heritage? Do we know 
how to protect our cultural heritage? Are we aware that it is our obligation to transfer the 
values of cultural heritage to the new generations? Have we become insensitive to the 
importance of our culture and became “prisoners” of new construction technology and 
neglect?

In the paper, several examples are given regarding potential neglect and the 
possibility of damaging cultural heritage in Bosnia and Herzegovina. It is not the intention 
of the author to criticize but to lay out the facts and leave it to the readers and the wider 
audience to form their own opinion and stand.

2. Cultural heritage structures
2.1. Tašlihan in Sarajevo
In the history of Sarajevo, the 16th century was the “golden age”, thanks primarily to 

the emergence of Gazi Husrev-beg, indisputably Bosnia’s most important governor. 
Tašlihan (translated stone khan) is a former caravanserai located on the site of the current 
garden of the Europa Hotel in Sarajevo. The main purpose of caravans and khans was to 
house people and horses. They were built along all major roads. In 1659 there were 23 
khans and three caravanserais in Sarajevo, and in 1878 there were 50 [3]. The most 
significant are Kolobara, Tašlihan, and Morića han. Tašlihan was the third stone 
caravanserai built in Sarajevo. It was built in the period from 1540 to 1543 as stated in the 
legacy of Gazi Husrev-beg, after his death. It was built next to the Gazi Husrev-beg’s
bezistan (covered bazaar) on its western side. It is interesting to point out that masters from 
Dubrovnik participated in the construction of this building as well as the neighboring
bezistan. It had a square base with a length of 47 meters. In its backyard, there was a
fountain, and above it on wooden pillars was a small mosque. The rooms for passengers 
were located on the first floor. Domestic and foreign merchants had their shops within 
Tašlihan. It is believed that this caravanserai was used more for the trade than stayover by 
passengers (Fig. 1). The Tašlihan was burned for the first time in 1697, then in 1831 when 
a barn space was added to the far north, which has not yet been explored. It was 
completely destroyed in the 1879 fire [4, 5].

Fig. 1. Model of the Tašlihan as was before the 1879 fire
The archaeological area – remains of Tašlihan in Sarajevo was declared a national 

monument of Bosnia and Herzegovina in November 2004 [5]. In the decision, it is stated 
that the memorial space will be open and accessible to the public and can be used for 
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educational and cultural purposes. However, the Commission to Preserve Monuments, at 
its meeting on July 2016, decided to amend the Decision from 2004. The amendment to the 
decision relates to the protection measures prescribed by the November 2004 decision. 
According to the obtained information, the plan was to build a new building having a
ground and one floor, allegedly to be of a commercial character. Following this 
information, the profession reacted, as did the citizens of Sarajevo, who had launched an 
online petition against the decision of the Commission to Preserve Monuments. Until now 
no construction took place, however, will there be some changes in the near feature 
remains a mystery.

The current state of the Tašlihan is shown in Fig. 2.

Fig. 2. Tašlihan today

2.2. Jewish cemetery in Tuzla
The Jewish cemetery in Tuzla bears witness to the presence of Jews and their life in 

this location since the 19th century. Jews in Tuzla began to settle in large numbers with the 
arrival of the Austro-Hungarian administration, and until then the presence of Jews in 
Tuzla was sporadic. In Tuzla, there were to Jewish communities and two synagogues. The 
old and neglected Jewish cemetery in the settlement of Borić in Tuzla was declared a 
national monument of Bosnia and Herzegovina just in June 2018 [6], although it dates 
back to the 1800s. The cemetery was formally established in 1900 and covers an area of 
2760 m2, although burials were made earlier, as evidenced by the inscriptions on the 
tombstones (1868, 1892, 1893, 1894, 1897). It is unique in that it is still active today and 
what makes it even more exceptional and specific is that both Sephardi and Ashkenazi are 
being buried here, which is usually not the case.

Additionally, the significance of the cemetery lies in the fact that the forms and 
shapes of the tombstone are diverse. The oldest stones are in the form of ground-in stone 
coffins belonging to the Sephardi, represented in many Jewish cemeteries in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina. However, with the arrival of Ashkenazi in the second half of the 19th 
century, more modern forms of tombstones appear in the cemetery originated in Western 
Europe. Two tombstone forms dominate the cemetery, namely stelae and obelisks 
tombstones that occur as stand-alone structures, on a pedestal, or in combination with a 
horizontal slab. A large number of inscriptions have been preserved, which is an important 
document on the families who lived in Tuzla during that period. The inscriptions are 
bilingual, carved in Hebrew square script and Latin script.

Shapes, decorations, symbols, and inscriptions provide one of the best-documented 
evidence of the development of the tradition and culture of the Jewish community in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina.

In the cemetery, 161 graves were recorded and 60 surnames registered, but most of 
these families no longer exist or their descendants do not live in Tuzla. Munisa Kovačević, 
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an expert associate for cultural, historical and monumental heritage at the Institute for the 
preservation of cultural heritage, in an interview given to Anadol Agency on August 2018,
said: “The inscriptions we have recorded on the monuments are written in Bosnian and 
German. Usually, when it comes to the inscriptions, we talk about the year of birth and 
death of the deceased and what is interesting is that we saw on several monuments’ 
writings stating how the person died. Also, from the form of the monument one can 
conclude how it was built, which material was used, type of the decorative motifs, this all 
points out to the valuable cultural and historical property” [7].

The aforementioned national monuments have not been maintained for years, so the 
old and damaged monuments were overgrown with grass and shrubs and the state of the
cemetery was as given in Fig. 3. 

Fig. 3. Jewish cemetery in Tuzla [7]
In August 2019 people from the Islamic Community Majlis from Tuzla cleaned the 

cemetery with the goal to rescue the national property of BiH, and they were helped by 
young volunteers from Germany, Poland and other parts of Europe, who have been staying 
in Tuzla for several days. Fig. 4 shows the process of cleaning the Jewish cemetery. 

Improper maintenance and inadequate restoration of the tombs led to the destruction 
and deterioration of the monument. Certainly, in addition to the human factor and its 
negligence, the destruction of certain tombs was also caused by the landslides. 

Is it acceptable to leave these valuable treasures to be unprotected? Can we as a 
society be so numb and negligent to the significance of historical values?

Fig. 4. Cleaning of the Jewish cemetery in Tuzla [8]
2.3. Stećak
Stećak monumental medieval tombstones that lie scattered across ex-Yugoslavia are

mainly located in Bosnia and Herzegovina, and at the borders with Croatia, Montenegro,
and Serbia. An estimated 60,000 are found within the borders of Bosnia and Herzegovina 
and the rest 10,000 are found in Croatia (4,400), Montenegro (3,500), and Serbia (2,100), 
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at more than 3,300 abandoned sites with over 90% of all of them being in poor state [9, 10,
11].

Stećak’s appeared in the mid 12th century and they reached their peak in the 14th and
15th century, before disappearing during the Ottoman occupation in the very early 16th

century [12]. They were common among all religious, amongst Bosnian, Catholic and
Orthodox Church [13], they are usually connected to the autochthonous Vlach population
[14]. Until now, the original ethnic and religious affiliation has not been determined [15].
The epitaphs on them are frequently written in the now-vanished Bosnian Cyrillic alphabet
called Bosančica. The tombstones named Radimlja (Fig. 5), west of Stolac in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina are one of the best-preserved collection of these tombstones [16].

a) b)
Fig. 5. Stećci at Radimlja necropolis

It was only in 2016 that Stećci were inscribed as a UNESCO World Heritage Site. It 
includes a selection of 4,000 stećci at 28 necropolises – of which 22 from Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, two from Croatia, three from Montenegro, and three from Serbia [12].

However, a photo taken in august 2019 was unbelievable (Fig. 6), people having a 
picnic and sitting on the monumental medieval tombstones. If this is not vandalism what
is? 

Fig. 6. Stećci at Radimlja necropolis
3. Conclusion

The paper gives three examples of cultural heritage that has been a subject of neglect 
in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Lacking cultural heritage protection can be seen all around us. 
It is evident that manmade disasters can even exceed natural disasters in their harmfull 
effects on cultural heritage. Additionally, sometimes the natural hazards cannot be 
predicted so leaving the cultural heritage unprotected due to insufficient information, but 
human vandalism can be stopped and should be prevented in all cases. It is clear that the 
awareness of the importance of cultural heritage is very low. In order to preserve cultural 
heritage and the existence of history in these areas, adequate measures have to be taken and 
this has to be done immediately, otherwise, we may lose a value that may never be 
retrieved. In this way, we as a society are depriving future generations of their history and 
their heritage. Are we allowed to do this?
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