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8 Empire after Empire
Austro-Hungarian Recalibration of 
the Ottoman �ar�ija of Sarajevo

Aida Murti�

When the news from Berlin reached Sarajevo on July 5, 1878, merchants 
and artisans shut down the shops in �ar�ija, the city�s commercial center, 
and streamed to their homes, using a familiar form of urban protest to 
display a revolt against the decision taken by the Congress of Berlin.1 Con-
vened to resolve the Eastern Question, the meeting of the Great Powers 
resulted in border changes: the Congress awarded Austria-Hungary the 
right to occupy and administer the Ottoman provinces of Bosnia and Her-
zegovina while nominally preserving the sovereignty of the Sultan over the 
territories. With a mandate to guarantee peace and order, and to improve 
the state of a�airs that Ottomans supposedly could not handle, Austro-
Hungarian troops marched into the provinces and reached the city of Sa-
rajevo on August 19, 1878. Crushing the resistance of local groups, they 
put an end to four centuries of Ottoman rule.

With the acquisition of Bosnia-Herzegovina, people of divergent iden-
ti�cations, loyalties, and political consciousness joined Austria-Hungary. 
Groups of South Slavs, with a signi�cant Muslim population for the �rst 
time in history, became part of the monarchical mosaic of peoples and 
cultures. The proclamation to the inhabitants conveyed a clear message, 
announcing the arrival of a new order and promising that all internal dif-
ferences would be peacefully negotiated:

Your laws and institutions should not be arbitrarily overthrown, your 
customs and practices should be protected. Nothing should be changed 
by force without careful consideration of what you need [�]

The Emperor-King knows your complaints and wishes for you 
welfare.

Under his mighty authority, many peoples live next to each other and 
speak their own language. He rules over the followers of many religions 
and everyone freely professes its own faith.2
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The task of administering Bosnia-Herzegovina was given to the Joint Min-
istry of Finance and the freshly established Provincial Government (Zem-
aljska vlada, Landesregierung). For the next 30 years, Bosnia-Herzegovina 
was kept in an ambiguous legal position until the moment of annexation 
on October 7, 1908, when the ideas, fears, and hopes of Ottoman restora-
tion were o�cially discarded. The satellite province was integrated into the 
Austro-Hungarian structures as a Reichsland belonging to neither part of 
the Dual Monarchy. The character of this evolving relationship between 
the imperial core and the new province shaped the attitudes, policies, con-
struction programs, and investment schemes for the city of Sarajevo.

In the process of becoming part of another multicultural empire, Sara-
jevo joined the network of Austro-Hungarian cities carrying the burden of 
its Oriental otherness. The city needed to be restructured and expanded � 
not only to accommodate a growing population, new urban quarters, and 
public infrastructure but also to represent symbolically the new function 
as the provincial capital (Landeshauptstadt). Already home to an ethni-
cally and religiously diverse population, the city became a destination for 
military personnel, bureaucrats, and newcomers from di�erent parts of 
Austria-Hungary. Imagined as a �Bosnian Eldorado,�3 the physiognomy 
of rapidly changing Sarajevo often served to narrate the success story of 
the Austro-Hungarian modernization mission in the land promoted as 
�the European Orient.�4

The four decades (1878�1918) of Austro-Hungarian presence in Sara-
jevo is a well-studied period of the city�s history that has received the at-
tention of both local and international scholars who looked at models of 
urban modernity, architectural styles and building types, architectural pro-
fessionals, and communities as actors of change.5 Taking a path less trav-
elled, this chapter uses the case of �ar�ija,6 the craft and trade quarter of 
the Ottoman-era Sarajevo, to explore the role of inherited urban fabric for 
the construction of the new urban vision. Looking at the mechanisms of 
reinscribing the Ottoman past of �ar�ija onto the new present, it examines 
how elements of the earlier urban paradigms not only survived throughout 
the period discussed in the text but also became ingredients of the new 
imperial self-conception. Tracing what the people and the city were left 
with after the Ottomans were gone, the chapter questions how the Austro-
Hungarian administrators envisioned being imperial in the world of per-
sisting Ottoman urban legacies. The critical lens focuses on investigating 
what it meant to accept and work with what is already there in the city, 
to make it signi�cant for the new political union, and to make the empire 
manifest in the existing urban structure. A point worth highlighting is that 
reckoning with the �ar�ija lifeworld was embedded in the larger imperial 
concern of how to rule Muslim subjects and how to approach their spaces, 
customs, and rituals. Hence, the old commercial center of Sarajevo at the 
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turn of the nineteenth century entered the picture as a terrain of ambiva-
lence, as professionals and authorities tolerated its vernacular peculiarities 
and enthusiastically embraced imperial additions.

The transformation of �ar�ija occurred in tandem with the transforma-
tion of disciplinary practices of architecture and urban planning, as well 
as tools and techniques of understanding urban forms. This chapter draws 
attention to the diversity of mediums through which ideas about the city 
quarter were formed and new vocabularies and descriptions were crafted. 
In addition to textual sources, �ar�ija is discussed using a variety of visual 
genres such as photography, architectural plan, postcard, and painting, 
additionally seeking to demonstrate how image-making was a constitutive 
part of the imperial city-making.7 �ar�ija of Sarajevo, therefore, existed 
not only as a �eld of intervention but also as an object of discourse and a 
repository of images and associations.

The Realms of �ar�ija

�ar�ija was the dominant urban �gure of Ottoman Sarajevo, shaped from 
the �fteenth century onward as a concentrated center with the main market, 
religious, commercial, and public buildings. Following the clear formula of 
Ottoman urbanism, the agglomeration of �ar�ija in the valley was function-
ally separated from residential neighborhoods (mahala) on the slopes. Being 
a public arena of the city, �ar�ija played a role in bringing together individ-
uals and groups from di�erent social strata and religious and ethnic groups. 
Catholic, Jewish, Muslim, and Orthodox communities are commonly iden-
ti�ed as important collective actors in Sarajevo�s urban history. As a locus 
of religious and intellectual culture, the city quarter accommodated insti-
tutions and symbols of all four religions, and its topography was marked 
by the presence of churches, mosques, synagogues, religious schools, and 
libraries in close proximity. Developed as a dominantly horizontal entity, 
�ar�ija was composed of a dense network of shopping streets, each serving 
di�erent craft and trade guilds, and as such, it was a place of knowledge 
and skills of the city�s diverse urban societies. In other words, the realms of 
sacred, commercial-artisanal, and everyday life coexisted in �ar�ija.

Not only the monumental religious and public buildings as bear-
ers of signi�cance but also the fabric of vernacular (minor) architecture 
shaped �ar�ija�s character (Figure 8.3). Its basic unit was the du�an,8 a 
type of artisanal (work)shop, organized as pragmatic space for both 
production and sale of goods. It was income-producing property, often 
built to support pious endowments (vakuf). As a connective tissue of 
�ar�ija, clusters of shops surrounded commercial buildings such as cov-
ered markets (bezistan), khans (han), and public baths (hamam) and in-
tegrated them into larger units of urban fabric and systems of urban life.  
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The greatest in number but the simplest in construction, du�ans were per-
sistent creations whose wood-built formats were continually reproduced. 
Fires, a frequent occurrence, demanded periodic rebuilding of the matrix 
of shops, and that was often done by replicating what existed before.9

Merchants and artisans organized in professional guilds (esnaf) and 
acted as strong social agents in �ar�ija, keeping control of spatial organi-
zation of production, quality, and prices.10 Their prestige and dominance 
collapsed when the Ottoman governor Omer Pasha Latas dissolved the 
organizations in 1851, seeking to end resistance against institutional re-
forms (Tanzimat). On top of that, the productive apparatus of �ar�ija sig-
ni�cantly changed when a number of artisans made strategic choices to 
abandon handwork and became entrepreneurs focused on external trade 
and import of manufactured goods.11

The Austro-Hungarian conquest brought additional waves of changes in 
�ar�ija that dissolved many urban economic networks, disqualifying some 
of the previously powerful actors and giving rise to new elites. Separation 
from one empire and inclusion into the other as observed from within the 
craft and trade quarter appeared not as a radical break but as a recon�gu-
ration of the existing urban system, requiring institutional changes, inven-
tive adaptations, and complex local negotiations.

The Great Fire of 1879

The �rst encounter of the Austro-Hungarian imperial administration with 
the landscape of �ar�ija was born out of urgency. Just a year after the 
takeover of Bosnia-Herzegovina, on the night of August 8, 1879, a sudden 
�re destroyed the greater part of Sarajevo. The �re consumed the area of 
36 streets located between the bridges of Careva �uprija and �umurija, 
leaving private houses, shops, and public buildings in ruins, and a�ecting 
almost the entire community of �ar�ija�s merchants and artisans. Among 
the buildings damaged by this �re were four mosques, the Franciscan 
church, the Sephardic synagogue, the German consulate, the Hanikah (Su� 
lodge), and two khans. The uncontrolled �re that spread from the depot of 
a merchant named Schwarz in Latinluk (Catholic quarter)12 is considered 
as one of the de�ning moments in the urban history of Sarajevo that assists 
in separating temporal registers and re�ections on the form of the Late 
Ottoman �ar�ija (before the �re) and the recon�gured Austro-Hungarian 
�ar�ija (after the �re).

A series of �ve photographs that Ignaz Funk13 took in the aftermath 
of the devastating event provides a glimpse of the a�ected city fragment. 
Capturing the collapse of urban space, the photographs were addressed 
to Emperor Franz Joseph and sent on August 12, 1879, and most likely 
were not intended for broader audiences.14 The panoramic view with a 



Empire after Empire 243

focus on the bridge to the Latinluk quarter presented here (Figure 8.1) 
is impressive in its ability to show the vulnerability of the material fabric 
of the old commercial center and the disappearance of small structures 
to which Ottoman-era �ar�ija owed its very character. Since wood was 
the predominant building material used for the construction of du�ans, 
the �re easily reduced lines of shops to waste together with all the goods 
and work that merchants and artisans held within. Everyday objects and 
pieces of furniture were �oating in the Miljacka River as ghostly relicts 
of the lost mundanity. Yet, there are signs of life in this disaster scene. 
Military personnel and citizens were moving amid the ruins, inspecting the 
burned-down sites and seeking to salvage whatever they could. Although 
the city area was largely reduced to skeletal architectural remains, a num-
ber of stone structures remained standing, demonstrating an ability to last. 
The photograph compels the viewer to conceptualize the �re event as a 
reminder of �ar�ija�s fragility as well as an indicator of radical possibil-
ity. The rubble of �ar�ija as recorded here represents a transitional scene 
determined by things that were no longer there and a new world whose 
contours were not yet visible.15

Figure 8.1  �ar�ija after the great �re of 1879. The emphasis is on the surviving 
bridge with the remains of Latinluk and the rest of �ar�ija (on the right).

Source: Austrian National Library, PK 904.
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The self-conviction of being exemplary administrators seemed to crum-
ble as the pages of regional newspapers were �lled with the news of the 
�re in the recently acquired province, describing the event as catastrophic 
and the city as completely destroyed. Voices from Prague were particu-
larly critical, disapproving the expansionist Orientpolitik of the Austro-
Hungarian foreign minister Gyula AndrÆssy and suggesting that the �re 
of Sarajevo was more than a simple accident. �The future of the Austrian 
politics in the Balkans hinges on the ruins of the Bosnian capital,� wrote 
Epoche, raising the question of who should rebuild the city, for whom, and 
with what means.16 �The State? But which state?� the newspaper asked, 
speculating if the �Man on the Bosporus [the Ottoman Empire]� would 
use the chance to exercise its functions and intervene in rebuilding Sara-
jevo, or how Austria and Hungary would eventually arrange to share the 
costs of reconstruction.17 Sultan Abdülhamid II did approach the Austro-
Hungarian ambassador in Istanbul, but only to express his regrets and 
sympathy for the city as well as his conviction that the Austro-Hungarian 
government would do everything to deal with the consequences of this 
accident.18 Developing a reconstruction response for Sarajevo, hence, re-
quired forging new bonds with the Dual Monarchy as much as settling 
accounts with the old empire.

As the damage was estimated at 20 million forints, an amount that 
was almost seven times larger than the annual budget for civil purposes 
in Bosnia and Herzegovina in 1880, the �nancially precarious and tech-
nically unequipped local government was put to a hard test and needed 
specialized assistance to rebuild the city.19 Seeking to prove to Sarajevans 
that the Monarchy empathized with their misfortune, appeals were sent 
through press announcements to the Austro-Hungarian population asking 
for donations that would help alleviate the misery of the city. Members of 
the imperial family � Emperor Franz Joseph I, Empress Elisabeth, Crown 
Prince Rudolf � set examples by providing emergency aid for the city and 
�re victims, which was followed by philanthropic gestures by dignitaries 
of the empire and key institutions such as the Joint Ministry of Foreign 
A�airs.20 Local governments, such as the mayor of Salzburg, also invited 
their citizens to �nancially support the recovery of Sarajevo, whose pros-
perity under the protection of the empire was interrupted by the sudden 
disaster.21 In addition, individual and small donations were collected in the 
Bureau of Bosnian A�airs of the Joint Finance Ministry in Vienna, in the 
o�ce of Wiener Zeitung, and in the o�ces of the city administration and 
police headquarters in Prague.

The active involvement of the imperial and provincial networks in devel-
oping an emergency response for Sarajevo served to demonstrate that the 
empire was responsible for the city and that the imperial bonds of solidar-
ity were strong. For the new administrators, it was crucial to replace the 
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image of chaos and arbitrariness in the former Ottoman province with a 
promise of progress and to see Sarajevo rise from the ruins as soon as pos-
sible. Determined to rebuild the city, they propagated the image of Sarajevo 
as worthy of modern development, investment, and support. Reacting to 
the news about the devastating �re, companies and suppliers of construc-
tion materials from Austria-Hungary started approaching the provincial 
government, sending telegrams, catalogues, and promotional materials. 
Directly o�ering products and expertise, entrepreneurs and enterprises ex-
pected to enter a new and yet unexplored regional market.22 Their opening 
move was also an invitation to the provincial actors to partake in the im-
perial circulation of techniques and concepts of architectural intervention.

Local people had their own interpretation of the �re event, speculating 
that it was an arson attack.23 They blamed the Austrian newcomers for 
deliberately razing �ar�ija to the ground to justify future clearances and 
regularizations that otherwise would have been much more di�cult to ac-
complish. For administrators and elites, the devastating �re of 1879, often 
framed as a natural disaster, indeed appeared as a catalyst of change, giv-
ing a patina of legitimacy to the modernization agenda. Out of the rubble 
of �ar�ija, modern planning instruments for Sarajevo and tools of admin-
istrative control of its development would be born.

Regulating and Rebuilding �ar�ija

Physical transformation of �ar�ija after 1879 went hand in hand with 
reorganizing the disciplinary practices of architecture and urban plan-
ning that in�uenced its urban form. Tracking down the ways in which 
new approaches to planning and building allied with or disrupted the 
established ones, hence, appears worthy of scrutiny. In the eyes of Austro- 
Hungarian commentators, Ottomans were ine�cient and incapable of 
signi�cant infrastructural and organizational achievements. The strategy 
of devaluing the imperial predecessor�s accomplishments was used to help 
justify and legitimize the self-proclaimed �task of desavagizing and mor-
alizing.�24 By pushing the past away, the Austro-Hungarian administra-
tion was selective about the Ottoman policies and structures it was to 
uphold. Precisely for this reason, the recognition and extension of validity 
of the Ottoman Street and Buildings Act and its translation into the Ger-
man language, made soon after taking control of Bosnia-Herzegovina,  
deserves a special consideration. The law, introduced as a part of a Tan-
zimat reform package in 1863, de�ned among other things principles 
for street widening, �re protection procedures, and façade and building 
height regulations. The translated Strassen- und Bautengesetz vom� 7. 
D�emaziul-evel 1280� (1863),25 therefore, is not simply a document re-
sulting from the act of changing languages but also a strategic�zone�of 
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encounter between�ideas, value systems, and patterns of thought in dif-
ferent cultural and socio-political contexts that also share a set of as-
sumptions about what a modern, aspirational city should look like and 
how it should be governed. Published to give guidance to authorities in 
Bosnia-Herzegovina, the document was a sign of acceptance of the Ot-
toman ways of doing things until opportunity arose for better solutions. 
Although applied with varying degrees of rigor, the Street and Buildings 
Act served as the sole legal guardian of the construction activities until 
the additional set of detailed building norms for Sarajevo was adopted.

The regulation plan for rebuilding the area of the city a�ected by �re 
(Regulierungsplan)26 from 1880 was the �rst in a line of planning docu-
ments that inaugurated novel protocols of seeing and governing �ar�ija 
(Figure 8.2). Palimpsestic in nature, the plan entered into debate with the 
old street matrix, combining on a single sheet of paper an outlook on the 
existing urban fabric with a vision for future development.27 Rendering 
knowable the city fragment destroyed in the �re of 1879, the Regulierung-
splan codi�ed and gave a clear indication of old street arteries, plots that 

Figure 8.2  Regulation Plan for rebuilding the area of the city a�ected by �re, 
adopted on March 11, 1880.

Source: Historical Archives of Sarajevo, ZKP-514.
















































