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1. Creation of additional
accessibility options and
multi-functional public
space that includes
urban agriculture
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ABSTRACT

In times of radical change, we need to look into cities as
laboratories. A sheer unlikely candidate for such an urban
laboratory is the city of Sarajevo. Yet, the city’s turbulent past of
alternating periods of construction and destruction and the variety
of social, cultural, and political layers in its built environment
reveal challenges and potentials relevant to the state of many
contemporary cities around the globe. Sarajevo’s discontinuous
political, social, and historical development has created a
bricolage city. By highlighting the existing local socio-cultural and
ecological systems, the Urban-Think Tank’s “Reactivate Sarajevo”
project aims not only to contribute to a post-war revitalization

of the Bosnian capital but also to produce, from the experience

of this extraordinary city, lessons of wider, possibly global
significance.
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2. Historical Museum of
Bosnia and Herzegovina
(former Museum of
Revolution) in the
middle 1960s.

3. Urbicidal destruction
of architecture
and modernist
reconstruction in
Sarajevo, 1996 vs. 2012.
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The Sarajevo Central
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of the green transversal
axis and cultural
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Digital mapping of
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challenges and
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test digital mapping
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Sarajevo's longitudinal
cultural axis and green
transversal axis.
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Project Background

The gradual but steady rise of complexities
in our continuously accelerating societies
has been spatially manifested in cities.
Unprecedented urbanization rates are
directly connected to the fact that cities
produce the majority of greenhouse gases,
consume vast amounts of energy and, at
the same time, host tens of millions of new
citizens who will mostly swell the masses
of underprivileged urban citizens. This
dystopian reality of intertwined economic
and environmental crises, in parallel with
a rise of socially fragmented societies,
jeopardizes the viability and resilience of our
planet.

Can we activate the adaptive potential
and transform cities by looking into specific
real-world examples and extracting
applicable “lessons learned” of urban
knowledge from cities around the globe? Yes,
but, in times of radical change, we need to
look into radical urbanisms as laboratories.

A sheer unlikely candidate for such an
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7. The decaying socialist
Historical Museum
with new real estate
developments in the
surrounding.

8. The bullet holes at the
facade of the Historical
Museum
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urban laboratory is the city of Sarajevo; Yet,
the city’s turbulent past and the variety of
social, cultural, and political layers in its
built environment reveal challenges and
potentials relevant to the state of many
contemporary cities around the globe.
Sarajevo’s discontinuous political, social,
and historical development has created a
bricolage city.

To deal with the complex problems,
instruments like multi-disciplinary and
multi-sectorial thinking are needed,
approaches with which the interdisciplinary
design practice Urban-Think Tank (U-TT)

has already successfully worked around the

globe. U-TT's initiative “Reactivate Sarajevo”

runs in collaboration with the Mayor of
Sarajevo Abdulah Skaka and includes an
array of Bosnian-Herzegovinian, Swiss
and international partners — University
of Sarajevo, Historical Museum of Bosnia
and Herzegovina, Matica of Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Swiss State Secretariat of
Economic Affairs, Swiss National Science

Foundation, City of Zurich, and many others

105

— which firstly analyzed the great urban
potential of Sarajevo, understanding that
the city does not need many new structures
or parks; instead, what is needed are ways
of working with its historic urban collage by
adding new programs to it and re-using, re-

generating or re-activating the existing.

(Dis)Continuous Urbanism

The city of Sarajevo was founded in the
mid-15th century during a period of oriental
influence. For more than 400 years, the
city remained under Ottoman rule, often
referred to as “Europe’s Jerusalem” for the
multi-cultural composition of its population.
The diversity of what was once a major
crossroads of different civilizations and
religions is materialized in the facades of
the city’s buildings, landscapes, as well as
its local culture. The mountainous natural
landscapes that surround the city have also
shaped Sarajevo’s vernacular urbanism.

A 16th-century folk saying provides a
metaphor of Sarajevo’s urbanism: “The

00 © Charlie Koolhaas
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roads are your spine, the valley is your body,
rivers are your veins, the Carsija ([merchant’s
district]) is your heart.” If we translate it into
the language of contemporary landscape and
urbanism theories, concepts such as “city as
organism” or “green infrastructure” would
come to mind.

Becoming part of the Austro-Hungarian
Empire in 1878, Sarajevo continued its urban
development as a typical Central European
Griinderzeit city until the end of World War |
For the first time, the concepts of public
space, master planning, and large-scale
infrastructure interventions were being
applied to the city’'s urban challenges. The
cityscape of Sarajevo displayed a plethora of
typologies from introvert Ottoman urbanism
to Austrian neoclassical bourgeois villas
— a mélange of habitation, recreation,
and commerce space varieties. Taking the
shape of a linear development that followed
longitudinally the valley of the Miljacka
river, a natural "cultural axis” was created,
consisting of a network of cultural, sacred,
and symbolic buildings as well as green
spaces.

Top-down urban development continued
under the socialist rule of the Yugoslav
era, enacted through centralized planning
regulations. The first master plan for
Sarajevo was established in the beginning
of the 1960s, creating a typical modernist,
socialist, functionalist as well as mono-
functional urban fabric. Free-standing
buildings floating in green spaces and
infrastructure covering water streams
and sealing soil, replaced the vernacular
urbanism of Sarajevo. At the end of the
socialist period, the open space was
decreased by 40 percent, and the urban
footprint had tripled and the population
quadrupled. Most of the construction
activities occurred at the beginning of the
1980s, in preparation of the 1984 Winter
Olympic Games.

The Olympic development strip —
rectangular to the longitudinal cultural
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In the Dayton Peace
Agreement, the State
of Bosnia-Herzegovina
was set as of the
Federation of Bosnia-
Herzegovina and of the
Republika Srpska.
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Axonometric view of
the temporary strategy
of adaptive reuse for
the Museum and its
surrounding landscape.
Temporary structure to
protect and conserve
the existing structure.

axis — followed the topography of a side
valley. The tributary to the Miljacka shaped
this valley had, however, been turned

into a channelized and covered water
stream. Proposed as a green axis (ZeTra
or “Zelena Transverzala,” meaning green
transversal), the plan acknowledged the
wrong urban decisions of the 1950s to 1970s
and strengthened the historic landscape
urbanism of Sarajevo. The network of
urban green and open spaces established
a connection to Sarajevo’s surrounding
mountains as the ZeTra continued up the

slopes of Mount Trebevic.

Wartime Urbicidal Cityscape

“The twentieth century began in

LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE FRONTIERS / THEMATIC PRACTICES

Sarajevo. The twenty-first century has begun

in Sarajevo, too,” proclaimed by American
writer and political activist Susan Sontag,
leaning on the fact that the assassination of
Archduke Franz Ferdinand which triggered
World War | took place here in 1914, and that
the bloodiest European conflict after World
War Il ravaged Sarajevo eight decades later.
As centers of political and economic
power, and places of social progress and
cultural experimentation, cities have always
been preferred targets in times of war. At
the end of the Bosnian War that lasted from
1992 to 1995, Sarajevo had been turned
into a “ruralized” city, with its urban fabric
largely dissolved, including the architectural
and landscape architectural legacies of

the Winter Olympics infrastructure. The
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mountains that surrounded Sarajevo became
mined frontlines from which the city was
placed under the longest siege in modern
military history. The destruction targeted
historic buildings, cultural landscapes, and
public and sacred monuments, causing
inestimable damage to the urban fabric.
Sarajevo’s citizens in their battle for
survival cut down hundreds of thousands
of urban trees for fuel and reactivated
or rediscovered local resources and
ecosystems; water was taken from forgotten
and sealed streams, and gardens and
other open spaces were turned into urban
agricultural sites. At the end of the war, the
Dayton Peace Agreement divided the city
into two parts, thus transforming the former

frontlines into new administrative borders®.

o



Contemporary Urban Challenges

In 1996, Sarajevo not only woke up from
the nightmare as an annihilated and divided
city with tens of thousands of war refugees,
but also had to face a de-facto legal vacuum
regarding urban planning regulations that
resulted from the sudden transformation
of the economic and political system from
communism to a capitalist democracy. Post-
war Sarajevo missed the opportunity of
reactivating and building on its historical
experience as a green city. In addition,
Sarajevo’s wartime urban transformation
occasioned by the renewed use of local green
space and water sources did not become
formalized and integrated into a new urban
development plan.

Today, Sarajevo is growing again, but
its intense pace of urban development
is characterized by an aggressive
overproduction of iconic sacred buildings (as

representations of religiously or ethnically

108

inspired, post-communist social values),

generic commercial buildings, and low-end
housing by diverse actors from the Arab Gulf,
Russia, China, EU, Turkey or the USA. These
developments have generated new urban
identities and introduced new “invasive”
typologies heavily densifying the urban fabric
of Sarajevo. On the cost side, they have
produced the overbuilding on green space,
an increase in individual traffic and chronic
environmental concerns. These phenomena
position Sarajevo today as a city with the
unattractive distinction of being the “mostly

polluted capital of Europe.”

Reactivating Sarajevo

The impact the war had on Sarajevo
and the spatial mutations it caused can be
interpreted as a vivid illustration of U-TT’s
claim that “urban design is frozen politics.”
Inspired by an analysis of the historical and

contemporary urban development of the

— © Urban-Think Tank, ETH Zurich & Baier-Bischofber:
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city, the U-TT “Reactivate Sarajevo” initiative
was founded in alliance with local partners
and started with a critical assessment of the
latent problems and potentials of the city,
aiming to construct a unique conceptual
framework within which new urban typologies
and prototypes could be proposed.

The approach seeks to facilitate the
city’s transition towards innovative urban
models that are democratic, resilient, and
socially responsible. The adaptive capacities
that Sarajevo has mobilized in its many
battles with urban issues in the course
of a turbulent and varied history, inspire
contemporary global society, which is faced
with the same kind of challenges, be they
destruction through war, disruptions due to
economic crises, the ambivalent legacies
of colonial architecture, the failures of a
generic modernism, etc. The discontinuities
and mixtures peculiar to Sarajevo promoted
the city as a unique laboratory and testing

ground for innovative research and design
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paradigms that require an integrated and
multi-disciplinary method.

The city’s architectural and landscape
potential is waiting to be activated. Most
of the modernist buildings and landscapes
that were built in the boom period during
socialism are currently underused or empty,
and require major design-based adaptations
and re-programming. The social and cultural
life still suffers from the post-war stasis and
mostly takes place inside such structures.
As the most valuable local resource, they
require amplification through contextualized

design.

City Action Lab

U-TT aimed to apply the outcomes of

the research activities through assessing its

LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE FRONTIERS / THEMATIC PRACTICES

(dis)continuous urbanism, wartime urbicidal
cityscape, as well as its current potential
for reactivation, placing Sarajevo as one

of the important global historical urban
laboratories of the future. U-TT developed
the “City Action Lab” format of ensuring
local presence in a city through a series of
design workshops, artistic acts, symposia,
exhibitions, creative collaborations, and
fora in order to mutually develop design
solutions for the city’s reactivation. The
City Action Lab aimed to understand the
city, and make that information accessible
through visualisations, to ensure that
conflicting narratives catalyze conversation
and not turmoil. The City Action Lab
represents and “hands on” approach,

and intends on encouraging and involving

various stakeholders — the municipality,
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the planner, the architect, the citizens

— in one conversation. The project was
also showcased to the global audience

in its own Pavilion “Sarajevo Now” at the
15th Venice Architecture Biennial, being
the first Bosnian-Herzegovinian theme
exhibited at the Biennial since the country’s

independence.

The Pilot Project — The People’s
Museum

The pilot design case studies first
focused on analyzing the historic cultural
and green infrastructural axes as the main
new organizational forces that are to drive a
transformation of the built environment of
contemporary Sarajevo.

Analyzing the existing but forgotten

© Urban-Think Tank ETH Zurich & Baier-Bischofberger Architects

N



urban ecosystems, we revealed the green
transversal axis stretches from a place north
of the Olympic sport complex, following

a basin of a smaller stream that was
covered in the 1960s as part of major traffic
infrastructure construction. It then bridges
the city center and continues southward
along the slopes of Mount Trebevic.

The findings that the urban research
produced led to a conclusion that the
reactivation of this axes interchange would
be the most meaningful and logical first step
of the project. Research on the potential
of the existing architecture produced the
insight that most of the underused and
modular modernist buildings could relatively
easily be transformed. A second research
focus were the landscape architectural
features in which these buildings were
embedded.

At the intersection of the green
and cultural axes lies the government
and museum quarter, Marijin Dvor,
masterplanned in 1957 as a socialist

modernist urban extension. The pilot
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design intervention developed by U-TT, in

collaboration with Baier-Bischofberger
Architects (BBAJ, focused on the
integrated regeneration strategy for the
deteriorating modernist building that
hosts the Historical Museum of Bosnia
and Herzegovina and its surrounding
landscapes. The building of the Museum
was completed in mid 1960s, which once
embodied the era’s utopian socialist
dreams, has become a ruin. Situated one
hundred meters from the frontline of
the four-year siege of Sarajevo, exterior
traces of shelling and grenade blasts are
a surface level hint of deeper challenges
within. Due to the lack of governmental
funding to cultural institutions, the unpaid
museum staff shiver through freezing
winters without heating, while the state
withholds resources that would stem the
flow of water leaking through the roof.

In response, U-TT and BBA have

developed a series of temporary design

interventions with three key goals in mind.

First, to quickly and cheaply preserve the
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existing building before permanent funding
can be secured. Secondly, to empower

the bottom-up social processes already
underway. And thirdly, to transform the
institution into a catalytic urban cultural
hub.

U-TT and BBA proposed to sheath the
museum in a transparent vinyl skin that
leaves the decay and patina of the original
building intact, while juxtaposing the old
and new. Wrapping the existing museum is
a potent act imbued with both symbolism
and function. Suspended on scaffolding,
the skin represents a first move towards
stabilization of the degrading structure
and a low-budget base for future repairs.
Covering the current structure will not
only create new spaces of engagement
and interaction around the museum, but
also a framework for additional walkways
and platforms. Zippers in the vinyl permit
the insertion of new access points and
openings, as well as the option to expand
or contract the covering in response to

seasonal climatic changes.
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The project aims to activate the site,
bringing back the public function to the
forefront by creating a meeting place for
exchange, education, and recreation, as
the currently characterless landscapes
around the Museum will be transformed
into a vivid public hub with functions that
include sports facilities, urban gardens,
playgrounds, and a temporary event space.

Reinforcing the idea that the People’s
Museum belongs to everyone, we envision
it as a living space that manifests no
difference between its collection and
public function. In the future, visitors
will gather to watch a twilight facade
projection, before climbing to a rooftop
platform to find a better vantage point
for a concert happening in the open-air
courtyard stage below. Inside the museum,
students will take advantage of the free
wifi in the expanded Café Tito space, while
a team of local volunteers develop micro
preservation programs in the adjacent
(work)shop. The city will enter the

museum, and the museum will become
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part of the urban landscape.

In conclusion, by highlighting Sarajevo’s
existing local socio-cultural and ecological
systems, Reactivate Sarajevo project
aims to not only contribute to a post-war
revitalization of the Bosnian capital but

also produce, from the experience of this

1

extraordinary city, lessons of wider, possibly
global significance. The resulting scheme
achieves a balance between continuity and
improvement. The interventions support the
museum’s move to open itself to the city,

while also activating the site through new

programming possibilities. LAF

o
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