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Architecture, Urban Development and the
Yugoslovization of Belgrade, 1918-1941

ALEKSANDAR IGNJATOVICE
University of Belgrade

Nations! Nations are memories . . . memories of the
regiments and flags, memories of the bugle calls and
uniforms, of the days that passed. . . Nations are illu-
sions! Illusions of the days of yore entwined with intel-
lectual imagination in poetry, art and literature; nations
are the books read and the images perceived, suggested
hallucinations, conventional deceits, prejudices. . .

Miroslav KrleZa, 1935!

"THIS ARTICLE 1S FOCUSED ON THE RELATION between the
representative architectural culture of Belgrade and the ide-
ology of Yugoslavism between 1918 and 1941, a period that
spans the life of the first Yugoslav state, and is distinguished
by ideological instability and political turmoil. In an analy-
sis of the material apparatus of ideology? and the spatializa-
tion of power? it is intended to illustrate interwar
Yugoslavism as it was realized in the cityscape of Belgrade,
the Serbian, ex-Yugoslav, capital. Urban and architectural
examples will illustrate the ideological role of planning and
building in this interwar period.

The Transformation of Belgrade (1867-1904)

Since the end of the 19th century master narratives of the
modern history of Belgrade have been sharply marked by
an interpretative tradition that has been based on a wide
overview, the purpose of which, irrespective of the theoret-
ical or methodological background of a particular historical
narrative, has been to provide a coherent ideology. Estab-
lished as an expressive ‘model of transformation’ that is
entrenched into 19th-century descriptions and travelogues
of the country of Serbia and its capital Belgrade, this model
had a deep impact on the construction of collective identi-
ties of the Serbian community. Even recent narratives of the
city’s history, originating from the perspective of contempo-
rary Belgrade, and developed from a minor historical
antecedent over the course of two hundred years, employ
this traditional model of transformation in a comparison of
small, 19th-century Belgrade with the modern metropolis.*
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As a rule, all these historical accounts emphasize constant
and profound modernization as city’s fundamental feature,
reporting that only the recent stage of the two-millennium
long history of Belgrade has witnessed tremendous changes
of its cityscape.

These accounts tell us that on the eve of the so-called
Serbian revolution of 1804 Belgrade was a modest settlement
of around 5,000 inhabitants at the confluence of the Danube
and Sava Rivers, and that it was limited in size albeit not in
political importance. In terms of architecture, the city was
only an insignificant Ottoman urban agglomeration. A hand-
ful of buildings, not worthy of consideration, were gathered
around the fortress and the Ottoman garrison that directly
faced the Austrian border. In population, urban fabric and
architecture, it was a typical Ottoman settlement. Even after
the ‘national revolutions’ of 1804 and 1815—when the semi-
autonomous Dukedom of Serbia was established under the
suzerainty of the sultan—Belgrade kept its irregular urban
pattern, dotted with the many mosques and caravanserais that
indicated the Ottoman character of the place. Only after 1867,
when the last Ottoman garrison left Belgrade, and in 1878
when Serbia was declared independent at the Treaty of Berlin,
did Belgrade begin to alter its image as an underdeveloped
“Oriental town” (orijentalna varos),’ expanding its limits and
re-casting its visual appearance. According to the narrative,
from the final decade of the 19th century, a remarkable mod-
ernization, urbanization and political centralization of the
state completely changed the cityscape, despite occasional, but
catastrophic devastations during both the World Wars. Such
an account of events is found in even modest historiographi-
cal narratives, in which the fundamental, systematically
planned and expeditious transformation of Belgrade is gener-
ally portrayed as a showcase of the industrial and social
progress of Serbia.b

However, such a synthetic history of Belgrade bears
testimony to a complex process of social identification ini-
tiated by the mechanisms of Serbian political emancipation
during the 19th century; a process that lasted until the mid-
20th century. It is well known that the birth of the modern




Serbian state and its society was sharply marked by the phe-
nomenon of so-called Europeanization. At the same time,
an integral part of the same process was a permanent and
profound cultivation of the ideal of national authenticity.
Paradoxically, such a dual epistemology—which included
the modernization of all the Balkans—included both the
imposition of local historical traditions and a progress that
complemented and questioned such esta._‘l‘)lished national
traditions.” In Serbia, the process of modernization simul-
taneously brought about ideals of progressivism and histori-
cism at the same time. In this sense, the urban and
architectural transformation of 19th century Belgrade into
the capital of Serbia was loaded with a far more important
dimension than that which the majority of historiographical
accounts suggest.

"The differing ideological perspectives of the various cul-
tural groups were a prime component of the relationship
between tradition and modernity in Serbia. There was an
evolutionary focus, which viewed modernization as an incar-
nation of the traditional Serbian democratic culture of the
peasant community. In addition, there was a conservative and
exclusive view opposed traditionally to a ‘national’ and con-
temporaneous ‘European’ culture. But there was also a com-
plementary perspective that determined authentic Serbian
national culture and the necessity for Serbs to participate
entirely in the civilization of the West.? The simultaneity of
these different views in the context of the Serbian nation-
building process suggests a complex, non-linear develop-
ment. From the mid-19th century the systematic

1 Drawing of the Batal Mosque
in Belgrade. ca. 1860. Felix
Kanitz. (from: Beograd u XIX
veku. Belgrade. 1968. 254).

transformation of Belgrade’s urban structure—assisted with
and supported by architecture— has had unavoidable politi-
cal connotations. It is of essential importance to underline
the fact that the legitimization of the nation-building process
was heavily dependent on a visual and architectural represen-
tative culture that was established in Belgrade simultaneous
with political emancipation of modern Serbia.

The architectural culture of 19th- and early 20th-cen-
tury Belgrade participated in several ideological processes.
Culturally it comprised an excessive de-Ottomanization, in
which an explicit and uncompromising suppression of the
Serbian past reveals the cultural cohabitation of the
Ottoman and Serbian ethnic elite. Politically, it included
the forced migration of the Ottoman Muslim population,’
and the devastation of the material remnants of Serbia’s
past, including the demolition of numerous mosques that
dominated the Belgrade cityscape in order to systematically
reconstruct and rebuild the city’s urban matrix.

The demolition of the old Batal Mosque (1585, Batal
Dzamija, Batal-Camii) (Fig. 1) in order to replace it with
the House of the National Assembly (1901; 1907) was a
symbolic gesture, par excellence (Fig. 2). Devastated in the
First Serbian uprising of 1804, the mosque remained intact
in spite of a series of attempts of the Ottomans to recon-
struct the building. Finally, the mosque was completely
demolished in the very year when Serbia proclaimed
national independence in 1878.!"" However, it was only in
1891 when the first design for the Serbian House of
National Assembly was done by Konstantin Jovanovié. Due
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Beorpax Haraea Homa Hapoane Crymirisue
Hoaumennn Teuwemnon ua, Jan 27, Ascyera 1907

to political and financial instability, the endeavor was pro-
longed, being followed by an architectural competition in
1901. The winning project of Jovan Ilkié resembled the first
Jovanovié’s design and the building construction was cere-
monially inaugurated in 1907.!!

Even more striking were attempts to change the street
layout of the old entrenched Ottoman Belgrade, inaugurated
by the Emilijan Josimovié’s “Explanation” (Objasnenje) in
1867.12 As the first Serbian modern urban planner, he pro-
posed a comprehensive regulation of the 6ld urban fabric of
Doréol—the Danube Slope of the entrenched Ottoman city,
inhabited mainly by Muslims and Jews (Fig. 3). The follow-
ing decade was distinguished by the further development of
this de-Ottomanization agenda, which included a strict
orthogonal street layout that permanently erased all cultural
marks of the recent Serbian past. According to the “Plan of
Belgrade” (Plan Beograda), done by Stevan Zaric¢ in 1878
(Fig. 4),"3 as well as subsequent plans, the central district of
Dordol was entirely transformed: a once predominantly
“Turkish’ settlement became a ‘European’ city. In mid-1880s
the process of complete urban transformation was executed
meticulously. At the same time, the opposite Sava Slope of
the city, traditionally inhabited by ethnic Serbs, retained its
traditional urban layout almost intact.!*

These alterations of the cityscape, through specific
urban and architectural modifications, became the most
prominent issues in the political topography of the Serbian
national capital. As David A. Norris has put it, in a analogy
with Hayden White’s description of the contemporaneous
the Ottoman legacy was

” o«

Victorian “fear of primitivism;
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Belgrade: Le Parlement fondé 27, aont. 1507

2 Multicolored drawing of the
House of the National Assembly.
Belgrade. 1907. Jovan Ilkié.
(Postcard from the 1910s).

what Serbian culture had once been and what it might
become again. Belgrade as the meeting place between East
and West was buried under layers of the Balkan myth which
functioned to remind . . . that the Oriental past was only
recently left behind, and that transition into a new order
was but a fragile step.”’

Such a “new order” was gradually, but resolutely devel-
oping as the architectural and urban image of the city rap-
idly changed at the turn of the century. Mid-19th century
travelogues, by English, German and French travelers,
include many suggestive descriptions of the semi-oriental
character of the city. From the common and widely shared
stereotypical image of the city that, for instance, Gustav
Rasch in 1866 portrayed as “a genuine chaos of a Turkish
town, littered with narrow, cobblestone streets and small
houses defiled with dirt,”!¢ Belgrade was methodically
transformed in order to display a newly-emerging elite’s
ideology. But already in 1887 the oriental image of the city,
described as conforming to the general patterns of Euro-
pean Orientalism, was eliminated. Thereafter, the first sys-
tematic and widely popular survey of the Kingdom of Serbia
announced the absolute change of the cityscape:

“For the twenty years of development . . . one can
hardy imagine this was the Turkish town. Narrow and
cranky, dirty roads that gave a special prominence to
Doréol have now disappeared. Instead, there are
straight, wide and airy streets and rectangular urban
blocks . . .. Furthermore, there is no evidence of the
numerous minarets, which once gave the cityscape,




3 Plan of Belgrade. 1867. Emilijan Josimovic.
(from: Emilijan Josimovié. Objasnenje predloga
za regulisanje onoga dela varosi Beograda, Sto leZi
u Sancu: sa jednim litografisanim planom u
razmeri 1/3000. Belgrade. 1867, 1997.

4 Plan of Belgrade. 1878. Stevan Zari¢. (ffrom:
Stevan Zari¢. Plan Beograda 1:4000. Belgrade.
1878).

even from the great distance, its distinctive character
of a genuine, oriental, Islamic town. . . . Still, owing to
poor morality, intelligence and material conditions,
there are an abundance of features that remind one of
the city’s long oriental past.”"’

“Nevertheless,” the narrative continues, “As soon as Bel-
grade was captured by the Serbs and the violent and threat-
ening hand of the enemy has been definitely cut off, the city
began to develop rapidly and to undergo real resurgence.”'®

As an integral part of the same ‘Europeanization’
agenda, the city and the state authorities pursued a special
policy of installing architectural monuments styled “in the
European fashion” (na evropski nadin), which emphasized
common attitudes toward progressivism and the democra-
tization of society. Thus the culture of national memory was
based on a culture of oblivion.

Yugoslavism: the shifting ideological landscape
of Belgrade (1904-1941)

Parallel to the processes of national emancipation that com-
prised a cultural, societal and political transformation, the
Serbian elite was engaged in a complementary ideology of
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‘Yugoslavism.”"? At the turn of the century ‘Yugoslavism’
comprised an elaborate idea of the national, cultural and
political unity of the South Slavs, as a determinate cultural,
though not strictly political, program. From the 1850s, the
rhetoric of Yugoslavism was constantly disseminated in the
public sphere throughout the Balkans. In addition to differ-
ent ideological narratives, scholarly accounts on Yugoslav
race, ethnicity and history,?® Yugoslavism was widely sup-
ported by visual and material artifacts, that included archi-
tecture.

In the wake of a Yugoslav ideology, labeled as the
“national oneness” (narodno jedinstvo), which dominated the
politics of the region between 1904 (political turmoil in Ser-
bia and the establishment of the royal dynasty of Karadjord-
jevic) and 1941 (when Kingdom of Yugoslavia collapsed), the
Serbian capital and its architecture were gradually trans-
formed. The city hosted not only the major institutions of
the new Yugoslav state,?' but also supported master narra-
tives of Yugoslavism. Not only representative visual culture,
but also the urban and architectural image of the state’s cap-
ital became very significant for the national identity.”? From
1918, the new political order was firmly based on the ideol-
ogy of Yugoslavism: “national oneness and state unity” (nar-
odno i drZavno jedinstvo), which included a diversity of
formations, political directions and instrumental potentials.??

Somewhat dissimilar to previous ideological and polit-
ical changes that distinguished Ottoman from Serbian iden-
tity, the new order sought to forge a new Yugoslav idea and
to disseminate it throughout the public arena, deliberately
trying to put aside competing national ideolokéries—foremost
, Serbian and Croatian. Urban and architectural culture
played a prominent role in the drama of national emancipa-
tion. Being the capital of the new state of more than
11,000,000 ethnically and culturally diverse peoples, Bel-
grade underwent systematic architectural alterations that
gave the the new Yugoslav ideology an increased visibility.
In the interwar period, the city itself changed extremely—
in terms of size, physical structure, and the population.
However, such growth was mainly based on a tremendous
administrative aggregation, whilst expansion of the national
economy was neither noticeable nor marked by rapidity:**
the city gradually became an “urban island in the midst of
a rural sea.”? i

It was a time, however, when intensive migrations grad-
ually transformed the previously uniform ethnic and confes-
sional structure of the city’s population, which was
continually increasing over the course of the 1920s and
1930s. The most accurate censuses in Belgrade were com-
pleted in 192926 and 1931, revealing the fact that among
the population of 250,000 (in 1931) around 15,000 were
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Jews, 9,500 Russian émigrés;’® there were also 2,500 Czechs
and Slovaks,? not to mention a great number of the newly
settled Croats and Slovenes, employed in many governmen-
tal institutions or industries in the city. At the same time,
structural modernization was followed by immense building
activity.*? The built-up area of the city was enlarged from 10
square kilometers in 1921 to 40 square kilometers in 1938.%!
In the period of just ten years, from 1921 to 1931, the num-
ber of new buildings reached 6,000, providing around
15,000 dwellings for the Belgrade inhabitants that were
becoming progressively greater in number.*

Far more important than these statistics, however, were
ideological and political issues that arose with these new con-
structions and the city’s urban development. The Yugoslav-
ization of the cityscape represented the constitutive discourse
of such tremendous growth of the city. Moreover, the con-
ceptual complexity of Yugoslavism now could be concretely
expressed in urgan and architectural forms that fully partici-
pated in the cityscape of the Yugoslav capital. Interestingly,
since the 19th century, the language of Yugoslav nation
builders was distinguished by use of architectural
metaphors.** With the birth of the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats
and Slovenes in 1918 (the Kingdom of Yugoslavia from 1929)
these metaphors were comprehensible in the public space of
the country’s capital. In this process of the formal expression
of an ideology, the public architecture of Belgrade became a
fundamental issue. In relation to the urban locales and their
underlying ideological connotations—in terms of local
topography, traditions, inherited patterns of meaning, histor-
ical significance, matters of cultural continuity, etc.—these
new constructions were given a special ideological aura that
purposely recalled the common imagery of the Yugoslav
nation and its identity, in the same fashion as did countless
scholarly narratives that already distinguished the contours
of Yugoslavism. Within a visual perspective, architectural
monuments installed in Belgrade during 1920s and 1930s
were acted as symbolic objects essential to the ideological
topography of Yugoslavism.

However, there was not a single and coherent ideology
which could be titled ‘Yugoslavism.” Instead, at least three
major narratives based on a single ideology simultaneously
dominated public discourse of the time, having diverse, yet
complementary political significance:** primordialism, syn-
cretism and universalism, which spread throughout
Yugoslav society. The new political context of Yugoslavia
entailed these separate ethno-nationalisms, which weakened
the energy for accomplishing the imagined Yugoslav poten-
tial. Simultaneity of these diverse ideologies witnessed the
complex political agenda of the Yugoslav elite, sourced in
the traditions of both historical and ethnic rights.




Itis precisely this multifarious ideological landscape of
the interwar Yugoslavia that brought about the architectural
diversity of Belgrade. Following are case studies concerned
with the city’s representative architecture, demonstrating
the ideological roles that continually played within the puz-
zling Yugoslav political arena of the 1920s and 1930s
(Fig. 5).

Yugoslav primordialism in the Belgrade
cityscape (1920s-1930s)

A. The King’s Residential Complex at Dedinje (1922-1929)

The primordial focus comprised Yugoslav nation as primeval,
authentic and genuine, having the potential of a national
homogenization of its diverse ethnic groups. The peculiarities
of the Serbs, Croats and Slovenes were purposely interpreted
as coming from one original ethnic and racial Yugoslav core.
Cultural differences of Yugoslavs were considered to be super-
ficial, minor, imposed by foreign cultures and due to the
diverse interrelated conditions in which these ethnic groups
developed in the past. In political discourse of the interwar
period primordialism was manifested as the “Integral
Yugoslavism” (integralno jugoslovenstvo), the official policy of
the state over the great period of its existence.’

Visual and architectural representations of primordial
Yugoslavism confirmed a supposed primeval sameness of
the nation. The alleged national unity was simultaneously
projected from the past to the present of the nation.’¢ To
achieve this, the architectural imagery of Yugoslavism was
given a special ideological role, intended to confirm specific
primordialist assumptions in the public space.

Imagined Yugoslav identity was interpreted as closely
connected to folk culture, and as a rule related to natural
surroundings: architectural constructions of this genre
always connoted vernacular building types and congenitally
natural environments. These were intended to resemble
those of the earlier nation. Belgrade became marked by a
series of artificially naturalized urbanscapes, displaying pri-
mordial Yugoslav identity.

One of these is the residential complex of Dedinje,
built for the Yugoslav royal dynasty Karadjordjevi¢ in 1929.
It is a significant example of such an identity-building
strategy.’” The main palace, the collaborative work of sev-
eral architects, was designed as a traditional civic mansion,
a building type spread throughout traditional urban agglom-
erations on the Balkan Peninsula (Figs. 5, 6). Commonly
known as the “Oriental House,” this building type was
considered to be national, South Slavic in character: it had
a considerable position in the architectural imagery of the
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1 The Royal Mansion in Dedinje

2 The Avala Memorial

3 The Bridge of King Aleksandar I
4 The “State Axis” iﬁ
5 The House of National Assembly

5 Map of Belgrade showing the locations of the representative projects
(1918-1941). ( courtesy of the author Dragutin Protic)

primordial Yugoslav identity. In accord with a de-Ottoman-
ization agenda, the Dedinje district, where construction of
the new royal mansion was begun in 1922, it was designed
to connote the original heritage of the Yugoslav, pre-
Ottoman Balkans, as it had been described by Jovan Cviji¢
(La Péninsule Balcanique, 1918), who declared such a build-
ing type to be a pristine example of indigenous architecture
that the Ottomans merely adapted to their needs.’® The
spatial layout, architectural form and the style applied on
the mansion we re distinguished by a number of features of
the “Oriental House” type. Such was the central arrange-
ment of the plan, projected bay windows at the first floor
(divanbana), along with numerous architectural details like
roof subdivisions, eaves or chimney pots. Its alleged South
Slavic and Balkan origins were associated with a time before
the cultural, religious and political schism of the ‘Yugoslavs,’
and also with a peculiar ‘Yugoslav’ geographical and cultural
context. It was highlighted by the elements of secular archi-
tecture of the pre-Ottoman Balkans that the royal mansion
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6 View of the Royal Mansion in
Dedinje. Belgrade. 1922-1929. Zivojin
Nikoli¢ and Viktor Lukomski. (Postcard
from the mid-1930s).

resembled, but also with the early medieval type of Chris-

tian religious architecture that distinguished the adjacent
royal chapel, dedicated to St. Andrew, that Viktor Lukom-
skii and Zivko Nikoli¢ designed in 1925-1929.%

This identity-construction process largely corre-
sponded to the political act of the so-called Dictatorship of
the 6 January of 1929, in which king Aleksandar I abolished
parliamentary democracy and officially proclaimed the
‘Yugoslav nation’ in order to eliminate ethnic grievances
that paralyzed the country. The king, who made himself a
personification of the ‘original Yugoslav,” took up residence
in his new palace. The act was interpreted by the state elite
as a symbolic transfer of the state’s political direction into
one rooted in the ideology of Yugoslav “national oneness.”*
The new residential complex became a symbol of the eth-
nic unity of the nation, an effective act that mirrored the
regime’s contemporaneous attempts to diminish the cultural
discrepancies of the Serbs, Croats and Slovenes.*! Appar-
ently, the identity of the king’s new residence can be under-
stood as a mirror image of the political transfer, epitomized
by the official ideological motto of the time: “The king and
the people.” Only two years later, in 1931, this formula
became a driving force for the new Yugoslav Constitution,*
at the same time as popular photographic images of the
Dedinje royal mansion were widely disseminated, fortify-
ing this imagined Yugoslav ideal.

The king’s removal from the old royal palace in the
center of Belgrade to the ‘genuine’ national architecture of
the Dedinje mansion had a strong political significance
based not only on the architectural semiotics of the new
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building, but also on the naturalism of its environment. In
the interwar period, Dedinje remained detached from the
dense urban district, albeit very close to the city center.
During the time when the new royal mansion was being
completed, the whole area went under ideological pressure,
becoming both a kind of natural and national oasis in the
midst of the Yugoslav metropolis. The wooded slopes of the
neighboring hills were intentionally interpreted as resem-
bling the original dark woods of ancient Serbia (Sumadija is
the “land of the forests”), commonly seen as both the
“Yugoslav Piedmont” and the core of united and liberated
Yugoslavia. The royal mansion represented only a part of
an ambitiously conceived residential complex, composed
not only of picturesque parks, lanes, staircases, pavilions,
pools and pergolas, but also of the neighboring hills, which
formed a coherent semiotic whole. The environment was
extensively re-forested in order to display not only a proper
frame for the king’s new populist, pseudo-vernacular home,
but also to create an imagined habitat for an ideal Yugoslav,
reminiscent of that of the royal dynasty ancestor Karad-
jordje (1768-1817)* and thus of the genuine national cul-
ture of Serbia proper. Such a wooded ambience suggests an
imagined communion of peoples without ethnic or political
differences, for the design is based on an allegedly national
Yugoslav architecture set in primordial Yugoslav land-
scape.** Architecture, urban setting and natural environ-
ment were purposefully fused into one coherent image that
harmoniously narrated a Yugoslav identity. Ethnic diversi-
ties were hidden behind this visual metaphor of a primor-
dial Yugoslav identity, distinguished by its authenticity,




ethnic unity and moral dignity. Subsequently, it is no won-
der that the surroundings of the Dedinje royal palace
became a very popular residential district for the emerging
Yugoslav elite, eager to participate in the symbolic realm of
the king’ integrated Yugoslavism.

That is the reason why the overall character of the
royal mansion was interpreted as if was spanning and fusing
vernacular building and aristocratic palace, being a symbol
of Yugoslav culture stretched between rural and urban, sub-
limely primitive and civilized.* The royal complex became
the living metaphor of the cultural crossroads that already
distinguished scholarly narratives of Yugoslavism.* Imagined
as technologically already developed, the Yugoslav nation,
symbolized by the mansion, was nonetheless deprived of the
“technical agony, convulsions of power, empire and capital
that had paralyzed Europe,” and at the same time was far
from the “paroxysm of theocracy” that distinguished the
culture of the East.*’ Yugoslav civilization was anchored
solely in primordial Yugoslav antiquity, still unearthed
beneath layers of Serbian, Croatian and Slovenian history

B. The Monument of the Unknown Hero. (1937-1936)

It is exactly this Urbild of the Yugoslav identity that distin-
guished another architectural example of primordialism, the
Monument of the Unknown Yugoslav Hero (1934-1938)
on the Avala Hill, in the close vicinity of Belgrade (Figs. 5,
7). When King Aleksandar Karadjordjevi¢ I, only a few
months before his ultimate trip to Marseille in October of
1934, decided to erect the Monument, the problem of con-
fronting ethnic ideologies was at its peak, in spite of a series
of legislative and political reforms that were enacted from
1929 in order to stabilize the country politically. The king
himself introduced the architect of the Memorial: Ivan
Mestrovié,* a sculptor who played a crucial role in the forg-
ing of the new Yugoslav nation, with his design for the
“St. Vitus Temple” or “Kosovo Temple” (Vidovdanski bram
or Kosovski hram, 1906-1914).5

The decision to install the national hero’s tomb at the
top of a mount was particularly important as it revealed ide-
ological connotations that the cult of the fallen national
warrior were provided in the public space. It is noteworthy
that after the Great War, the majority of European nations
erected such monuments to commemorate the victims. At
the same time, these widely popular endeavors corre-
sponded to an ongoing processes of national cohesion.’!
While most of these memorials were built in or inserted
into the historical urban tissue of national capitals (as in
Paris, London, Bucharest, Sofia, etc.), the Yugoslav case is
different. The natural area around of the Avala Mount,

7 View from the west. Monument to the Unknown Yugoslav Hero. Avala
near Belgrade. 1934-1938. Ivan MeStrovié. (Author’s photograph).

detached from the urban environment and the contextual
references of the ex-Serbian capital, echoed the same idea as
the Dedinje royal mansion had a decade previously. The
structure would have to embody primordial Yugoslav iden-
tity, stretched again between sublime primitive virility of
the original “Yugoslav times of yore,” and contemporaneous
European civilization. Moreover, the chosen site for the
monument suggests that Yugoslavs share common cultural
values that are deeply rooted in their supposed primeval
core, symbolized by the mount, and not in the legacy of his-
torical traditions that the ex-Serbian capital would have
evoked. The main task of the sculptor was to re-create the
assumed primeval nature of the environment. The main
issue in erecting the complex became the reforestation of
Avala, as the original wood that had distinguished this site
was considered to be a living biological refugium, a witness
of the primordial Yugoslav golden age.”> Thus, the moun-
tain and its flora were transformed into a living arboretum
of the nation. As with Dedinje royal mansion, the purposely
landscaped environment served as symbol of—in Anthony
D. Smith’s terms—true Yugoslav “ethnoscape.”*?

The appropriate identity and virtues of a primordial
Yugoslav, effectively represented by the fallen national
hero, can also be traced in the architectural iconography of
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the monument. According to the MeStrovié’s design, the
structure, built on the top of the Mount, echoed the form
of an ancient mausoleum. From 1904, such historical refer-
ences were often used in Yugoslav visual repertoire.’* The
strategy suggests an imagined equilibrium between culture
and nature, which—contrary to the nations of the West—
distinguishes all vital archaic civilizations, in which the same
formula of noble primitivism is employed. In numerous his-
torical, ethnographical and anthropological textbooks of the
time, an imagined ‘Yugoslav civilization’ was distinguished
as a vital, archaic, primordial and, consequently, structurally
equal to such ancient civilizations as those of Egypt and
Greece. The resemblance of the ancient-appearing mau-
soleum that topped the mountain’s peak, the monument of
unknown Yugoslav hero, confirmed widely disseminated
notions of Yugoslavs as a primeval people with a rudimen-
tary political community, and obscured sharp ethnic divi-
sions within Yugoslav society.

Avala was historically connected to the Serbian ethnic
past, but had no direct Yugoslav connotations. The main
task of the designer was to Yugoslavize the site and to erad-
icate its Serbian legacy, which was distinguished by the
remains of the mediaeval stronghold Zrnov that had sur-
mounted the top of the Mountain (Fig. 8).”* King Aleksan-
dar I himself inaugurated the construction works,
ceremonially razing the ruined medieval town, despite a
series of protests spruingng mainly from conservative circles
of the Serbian elite.¢ The king’s ceremonious act mirrored
the essence of primordial Yugoslavism: to overcome real
history, ethnic traditions and separated identities. The
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8 View of the ruined medieval
town Zrnov. Avala near
Belgrade. (Postcard from the
1900s).

monarch’s act cannot be perceived as stemming from cul-
tural vandalism, but as a paradigmatic model of the sacrifice
of an original, historical identity, which replaced the bur-
den of factual Serbian history with a myth that accomodated
the Yugoslav nation’s new prospects, and was based on pri-
mordial ties dated back to a more distant South Slavic his-
tory than the devastated remnants of the ancient Zrnov fort
had witnessed.

The discursive position of both these architectural
examples is very significant. These thoroughly planned and
constructed zopoi, marked by unique architectural land-
marks, represented a primordial Yugoslavism. Both the
Dedinje mansion and the Avala memorial demonstrate that
the ideology of Yugoslavism was heavily dependent on
architectural and spatial resources for a re-creation of the
environment.

Architectural patterns of Yugoslav syncretism in
Belgrade

C. Headguarters of the Yugoslav Ministry of Finance
(1924)

Another perspective on Yugoslavism developed in the inter-
war period: a syncretic concept of Yugoslavism, which,
rather than promoting ethnic unity, promoted a synthesis
of the differing ethnic and regional traditions of the South
Slavs.’” Such a diffusionist ideology was based on both ‘his-
toric’ national (i.e. Serbian, Croatian and Slovenian) char-
acteristics and on distinctive regional qualities. Contrary to
a process of homogenization, this syncretism was charac-




terized by national diversification. The syncretic focus was
distinguished by the idea that existing ethnic traditions
should be interwoven and amalgamated into one multifar-
ious, yet coherent national identity. The common and
widely popular name of the Yugoslavs—"Tri-tribal Nation”
(trotmeni narod)—was forged to fit exactly this syncretic pat-
tern. In terms of political ideology, syncretism was sup-
ported by a range of policies—from realpotitik Yugoslavism
to minimal Yugoslavism—that were simultaneously opera-
tive in the discourse.’8

The official representative state symbols were based on
syncretic identity pattern, as was the Yugoslav Kingdom
coat of arms, composed of the three symbols of the Serbs,
Croats and Slovenes, who were all considered to be “consti-
tutive communities of the Kingdom.””® Moreover, the
Yugoslav national hymn was compiled from the three
national anthems: the Serbian “God of Justice” (BoZe
pravde), the Croatian “Our Beautiful Homeland” (Lijepa
nasa domovino), and Slovene “Forward, Flag of Glory”
(Naprej, zastava slave). Furthermore, the use of both Latin
and Cyrillic scripts was obligatory, and the official state lan-
guage, which was authorized by the 1921 and 1931 consti-
tutions as the “Serbian-Croatian-Slovenian Language,”®
followed the same syncretic pattern. Even the three sons of
King Aleksandar Karadjordjevié I were christened to sym-
bolize the three Yugoslav ‘tribes’: the crown prince Peter
(Serb), Tomislav (Croat) and Andrej (Slovene). Therefore,
it was not uncommon that the architectural culture of the
time applied the same identity formula. Since historiogra-
phy had already nationalized the historic architectural her-
itage of the region, which was explicated in line with a
national ‘Serbian’ or ‘Croatian’ style, the task for the archi-
tect was to merge these traditions and to create a unified,
synthetic Yugoslav architecture.

Such an architectural formula was commonly applied
by combining diverse elements of historical architectural
traditions—Neo-Byzantine and Neo-Romanesque styles,
which were considered to be both Eastern and Western in
character, according to the standardized concept of Serbian
and Croatian cultural background. These architectural
styles, commonly fused in representative architecture of the
period, symbolized the union of Yugoslav diversity. A
remarkable amount of Belgrade representative architecture
testified to such an ideological fusion.

Among the variety of architectural solutions, the purest
idiom of syncretic Yugoslav architecture was the so-called
“Romanesque-Byzantine Style,” distinguished by its
unorthodox mixture of both historicist styles. One of its ear-
liest examples was the Headquarters of the Yugoslav Min-
istry of Finance, designed by Dragi$a BraSovan in 1924.6!

In his first-prize competition entry the building was con-
ceived as a hybrid of different historical references, suggest-
ing an intercultural saturation as the conceptual essence of
Yugoslav syncretism.5? Interestingly, the locale for the Min-
istry was disinguished by the Serbian state as destined for
the most significant site:, the building plot had been for-
merly occupied by the mansion of Milo§ Obrenovié, the
first prince of modern Serbia.®* As with the case of Avala
Memorial, the new structure received a special ideological
role: not only to complement, but also to overcome the ide-
ological connotations of the site, by stressing the idea that
Yugoslavism had the power to reassign the legacy of Ser-
bian historical identity. Notwithstanding the fact that the
Headquarters of the Ministry of Finance has never been
built, the whole endeavor vividly illustrates the process of
legitimization of ideology through architectural resources.

D. The Headguarters of the Yugosiav Post Office
(1927-1929)

Another interesting case is the Yugoslav Post Office Head-
quarters near the Central Railway Station in Belgrade,
which was built by the prolific Yugoslav architect Momir
Korunovié. The building had an extraordinary place in the
symbolic topography of the capital. Arriving from the train,
passengers were immediately faced with its multicolored
appearance—a kind of urban exoticism at the time (Fig. 9).
Subtle subdividing of the fagades, characterized by red and
yellow details, minute arcades, rose windows and turrets, in
details designed to create an overall concept of the building
as a specific cultural marker different from the neighboring
urban environment. This ‘difference’ gave Korunovié’s
work the role of a principal example of Yugoslav syncretism.
Distinguished as vernacular, original, native and, conse-
quently, as an embodiment of the “purest national spirit,”**
the building contrasted sharply with neighboring Neoclas-
sical edifices. The building of the Yugoslav Post Office
Headquarters played a distinctive role in the semiotics of
the city’s topography, demonstrating the new meaning of
Belgrade as the capital of large, multi-ethnic state. These
ideological roles were continually performed in the public
space for the square in front of the building was the key
point within ceremonial processions of the Yugoslav nation-
alist movement “Sokol.” Developed from the pre-war
organization of the same name, and concerned with the idea
of Slavic national liberation, the Yugoslav Sokol was associ-
ated with cultivation of the national body, and the moral
renewal and rejuvenation of national spirit, and in this role
complemented the ideals that the building embodied.®
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D. The Bridge on the Sava River (1929-1934)

As previously demonstrated, the fusion between the ideo-
logical connotations of architecture and its urban setting
was the determining issue in the process of Yugoslavization
of Belgrade. Perhaps the most prominent example of such
architectural-topographical quality was the bridge on the
Sava River, built to join Belgrade and Zemun (1929-1934),
and named the “Bridge of King Aleksandar I the Unifier”
because its construction was founded on the concept of
national unity that the king incarnated in his noble title:
“unity of peoples, territories and cultures into one Yugoslav
entity.” This huge construction (Figs. 5, 10) connected Bel-
grade, the ex-Serbian capital, with the ex-Habsburg town
of Zemun that was traditionally assumed to be a Croatian
possession. Thus it virtually spanned national territories
that had been separated for many centuries until they were
united in 1918.

The idea of Yugoslav national unity that the bridge
embodied, was highlighted in public discourse. Even the
very idea to erect a new bridge across the former Ottoman-
and Serbian-Austrian border was significant. The bridge
connected the “western and eastern territories of the united
Yugoslavia,” and was then a metaphor for the “joined
Yugoslav nation that was separated by intruders who had
established [artificial] borders along the Danube and Sava
Rivers in the past.”® Furthermore, the “mission of the
bridge” was interpreted as following the policy of Yugoslav-
ism that the Yugoslav political pursued during mid-1930s:
“The very act of building the bridge manifests our close-
ness, representing the unfaltering bonds of the same ethnic
descent and the same national ideals.”®

The visual identity of the bridge, designed by Ivan
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9 Photographic view of the Yugoslav Post
Headquarters from the Wilson Square. Belgrade.
1927-1929. Momir Korunovié. (Postcard from the
1930s).

Mestrovié and Nikola Krasnov, was completely subordi-
nated to this ideological agenda. Architectural arrangement,
style and iconography confirmed already established narra-
tives of Yugoslav syncretism. Apart from the use of the
Romanesque-Byzantine style, the bridge was distinguished
by a specific ideological role that complemented the offi-
cial premises of an integral Yugoslavism. The peripheral
piers of the bridge were conceived in the form of massive
pillars that were intended to represent foundations or podia
for colossal statues of four historic personages (Fig. 11).
These were associated with both Serbian and Croatian
ethno-history and the Yugoslav identity. Arranged in two
pairs, they were planned to appear at each bank of the Sava
River. Representations of King Tomislav (the first ‘Croat-
ian’ king, 910-928) and the emperor Dusan (the most cel-
ebrated ‘Serbian’ king, 1331-1355), were intended to be
installed on one side of the bridge, while on the opposite
river bank were to be located the statues of Tvrtko I Kotro-
manié (1353-1391), historical king of Bosnia, and Petar I
Karadjordjevié¢, king of Serbia and the first king of
Yugoslavia (1904-1921).

The ideological agenda of such an unorthodox arrange-
ment was complex, providing evidence of the prevailing
political culture of the time. According to the design, the
first Yugoslav king (Petar I Karadjordjevic) was related to
his historical ‘predecessor’ (king Tvrtko I Kotromanié, who
was commonly considered to be the first “‘Yugoslav’ king).
On the opposite bank, the medieval king of Croatia faced
his Serbian counterpart. This arrangement revealed a
simultaneous insistence on the two concurrent narratives of
Yugoslav identity, concerned with ethnic diversity and
national unity. Interestingly, the iconography also supported




10 View of the Bridge of
King Aleksandar I the
Unifier. Belgrade.
1929-1934. Bank pylons are
designed by Nikola Krasnov
and Ivan Mestrovié.
(Postcard from the mid
1930s).
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an ideological shift from a primordial to a more synthetic
concept of Yugoslavism that arose after the king’ assassina-
tion in Marseille in October 1934—only a month before
the bridge was ceremonially opened, in the midst of national
mourning. The succeeding regimes of the prime ministers S i
Bogoljub Jefti¢ (1934-1935) and Milan Stojadinovié L
(1935-1939),% pursued an ideology of Yugoslavism as “the -
new amalgam” that represented “an apotheosis of the most

prominent attitudes of Serbian, Croatian and Slovene iden- el
tity, and that condemned any negation 'of the name and _ e
honor of the Serbs, Croats and Slovenes.”® In the context ;
of the late 1930s, the bridge retained its ideological place, G sl R

continually manifesting the idea of Yugoslav synthesis. ; i T
The bridge, with a elaborate iconography and architec- i i !
tural style, along with a prominent position in the symbolic ‘

topography of Belgrade, embodied a compromising ideolog- ; 74 ;
ical formula that reconciled the two diverse concepts of :
Yugoslavism—primordialism and syncretism.” Implicitly, i e I > = i
however, the iconography attached to the bridge suggested 2 E&. z¢ oy ;-— ™ 3
the officially proscribed political ideals of Croatian and Ser- & : :
bian historical states rights. The words of Ivan Me§trovié—he ~ *

was becoming as more skeptical of Yugoslavism as new polit- 3l
ical winds began to blow during the 1930s—illustrate the
underlying ideological agenda of the bridge:

S

As the bridge was designed to join territories of our two
. : ; s ; _

PrlnClp al PrOVIRCES, Serbia and Croatia,”" the Plles 11 Drawing of sculptures representing two historical characters. Bridge

installed at the Belgrade and Zemun banks have to be of King Aleksandar the Unifier. 1929-1934. Nikola Krasnov and Ivan

decorated by the four great characters from national =~ Mestrovi¢ (from: Ivan Medtwovié. MeStrovic, 1933)
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histories, conceived as equestrian statues (Emperor

Dusan, King Tomislav, King Tvrtko, and King Peter).”

Mestrovié’s interpretation undeniably suggested a kind of
symbiosis of Yugoslavism with the particular nationalisms
of the competing ethnic groups. This resurrected the polit-
ical mythology of a ‘Greater Serbia’ (Velika Srbija) and the
“Tripartite Croatian Kingdom’ (Trojednica).” In this way, the
decorative scheme of the bridge revealed the complex ide-
ology of the time, stressing a syncretic vision of Yugoslav-
ism that was shaded by the rising clouds of Serbian and
Croatian nationalism. Rather than representing a visual
symbol of national harmony, the iconography of the bridge
became a symbol of national discord. In the wake of World
War II, when the Banate of Croatia (Banovina Hrvatska)
was installed in the late summer of 1939,7# the Sava River
again became the border between the Croats and Serbs.
Since the early days of April 1941, the heavily damaged
bridge has separated the Independent State of Croatia and
semi-autonomous Serbia, occupied by the German troops,”
representing the dramatic break-up of the Yugoslav King-
dom and the wrecked Yugoslav nation.

E. The Belgrade ‘State Axis’ (1918-1941)

A final ideological perspective of Yugoslavism is more uni-
versal in structure, for it comprises the pan-ethnic idea of
‘the nation,” viewed as a constitutive part of Western civi-
lization. Yugoslav syncretism was based on the idea of a
solid and stable national culture, which surmounted local,
regional and ethnic traditions. Seen from this standpoint,
Yugoslav identity was intrinsically European, based on the
universal historical legacy of Greco-Roman and Christian
heritage, and very close to the modern democratic culture
of the West. Such a universal focus had a twofold aim. The
first was an image of the nation as having developed beyond
the cultural stigma of the primitive Balkans. To attain this
image, the Yugoslavs had to diminish the negative charac-
teristics of its citizens as a backward people, who were
deprived of cultural tradition, by employing an ‘appropri-
ately’ chosen historical tradition. The other significant aim
of universalism was to establish a supranational model of
Yugoslav identity, which had the potential to gradually
reduce the threats of rising Serbian and Croatian national-
ism, particularly acute during the late 1930s, when the polit-
ical crisis of the “Versailles’ Europe reached its peak.”
Yugoslav political elite of the time, governed by the author-
ity of the regent prince Pavle Kradjordjevi¢, believed that an
ideological re-orientation of the nation would ultimately
solve Yugoslav national question and stabilize the state,
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which was threatened by political disorder in the approach-
ing war.

Opposite to primordial and syncretic standpoints, the
epistemology of Yugoslav universalism was based mainly on
interpretations of the past concerned with the concept of
history as cumulative legacy. Accordingly, the Yugoslav elite
insisted on the idea that the national culture was rooted in
a major historical strata of the ‘Yugoslav’ soil—beginning
with Greek and Roman antiquity, and ending with the con-
temporaneous culture of European avant-gardism. Such a
complexity of the Yugoslav cultural heritage provided pro-
foundly important ideological mechanisms of national iden-
tity, similar to those of other national culture amongst the
so-called ‘European latecomers.””’

In the public discourse the process was put on a firm
basis with a representative architectural culture, defined by
the master narratives of positivism, progressivism and evo-
lutionism.”® In the architectural and urban topography of
Belgrade in particular, the ideological agenda of Yugoslav
universalism was mobilized with a series of rhetorical fig-
ures that were monumentalized in the historical axis of the
Kneza Milosa Street (Figs. 5, 12). This urban prospect had
gradually developed throughout 19th-century Serbian
national emancipation. It constituted a strict urban frame-
work that connected the outpost of the Serbian princely
court in Topéider and the Ottoman town center.”” Over the
course of the first half of the 20th century, it represented a
symbol of patriotism and a de-Ottomanization program,
complemented with an agenda of Europeanization, that was
consolidated in 1918. Simultaneously representing a symbol
of modern 19th-century Serbia and 20th-century Yugoslavia,
this prospect played significant role in the architectural cul-
ture of the interwar period. |

The profound, albeit underlying, ideological agenda of
this grand avenue, which connected the major governmental
headquarters of the Yugoslav Kingdom, was further developed
and officially reinforced by the two major urban plans of Bel-
grade: the Master Plan of 1923 (by Grigory Pavlovich Kova-
lyevsky), the General Plan of 1927 (by Jovan Obradovic), and
the General Plan of 1938 (by Milica Krsti¢).®" These urban
large-scale projects underlined the implicit ideological pro-
gram of the ‘state axis.” Over the course of the 1920s and
1930s, this axis was a gathering line for numerous governmen-
tal palaces—beginning with the National Assembly House
(architect Jovan Ilkié, 1906-1936), and ending with the
National Mint (architect Josif Najman, 1926-1927) and the
National Printing House (architect DragiSa BraSovan,
1933-1939). Along the Kneza Milosa Street, huge govern-
ment seats gradually transformed the Belgrade cityscape into
the wishful image of a ‘European’ capital, fortified by the




pompous architectural rhetoric of the numerous ministerial
headquarters.®! All these grand and monumental edifices were
placed on this single spatial axis, which now connected down-
town to the royal mansion in Dedinje. The axis performed a
central role in the Yugoslav triumph of 1918, simultaneously
representing and clouding the rigid, central policy of the
Yugoslav regime that was symbolically represented by the
neo-historical styles, that distinguished majori'ty of these mon-
umental buildings.?? Notwithstanding the particular architec-
tural style of each, these buildings coalesced in the same value
system that placed Yugoslavia within the orbit of civilized
European nations. The architecture of historicism—and also
of the late 1930s Modernism—was appropriate for these
objectives, widely shared by the Yugoslav elite, irrespective of
their political and ethnic background. It is noteworthy that
very similar identity-construction processes were effective in
other political outcomes of the Treaty of Versailles: in
Czechoslovakia,®? Poland,? Lithuania®® and Estonia.®

* K *

Since the mid-19th century, Belgrade—the capital of Serbia
and, from 1918, of Yugoslavia, was in a constant state of
change. Representative architecture of the city rapidly
transformed, and there were fundamental changes in the
structure of the population. These changes, however, do not
represent the aftermath of the social, economic and politi-
cal modernization that the city undoubtedly witnessed, but

12 View of the Kneza Milosa
Street. Before 1938. (Postcard
from the late 1930s).

can be viewed as constitutive elements within the nation-
building processes. Alterations of the city’s urban and archi-
tectural morphology resulted from different ideological
perspectives, based on a culture of discontinuity, rather than
on the cohabitation of histories, traditions and cultures.
This general feature distinguishes the diverse, competing
and complementary ideologies of both Serbian national
emancipation and of Yugoslavism.

The architectural culture of the Kingdom of Yugoslavia
indicates that its diverse ideologies were far from being
abstract political language. On the contrary, these were sys-
tematically introduced in Belgrade architecture and cityscape,
confirming the substantially material constitution of this ide-
ological system,” but it also signifies that architecture was
more important as resource for ideology, than as a back-
ground for public performance. The fact that Yugoslavism
has brought tremendous changes to the social and political
structure of interwar Yugoslav society is indicative of a per-
spective on architecture that has shifted from issues of style
and aesthetics to questions of ideology. From such a stand-
point, architecture is fundamentally concerned with repre-
sentation and the imposition of an imagined reality. It also
appears that neither political ideology, nor architectural styles
are concerned with fixed and permanent meanings. Instead,
within the process of a discursive construction of national
identity, both political ideologies and architectural styles are
supplied with constantly changing connotations, that are
mutually interwoven into the discourse.
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