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CONSERVATION OF MOSTAR 

OLD TOWN 

MOSTAR, YUGOSLAVIA 

Completed 1978, and ongoing. 103 

Client: The community of Mostar. 

Conservator: Stari-Grad Mostar. 

M A S T E R  J U R Y ' S  C I T A T I O N .  The Award is made for 

the remarkably conceived and realised conservation of the 

entire sixteenth century centre of this historic town. 

The town of Mostar is situated 56 kilometres inland from 

the Adriatic Sea in the Neretva River Valley, some 150 kilo

metres north west of Dubrovnik on the Dalmatian Coast. It is 

the second largest town in the Republic of Herzegovina; 85,000 

inhabitants live in the town, although the extended commu

nity numbers some 120,000. 

Mostar originated as a small settlement some 500 years ago 

with a suspension bridge and a few houses. Its main period of 

expansion dates from the arrival of the Ottomans in Herzegov

ina and their building of a permanent bridge with flanking 

towers across the Neretva between the years 1557-1566. From 

this time a thriving business centre developed around this 

focal crossing point. It continued to flourish throughout the 

seventeenth century, by which time the town comprised over 

1000 houses. 

The community of Mostar founded Stari-Grad in 1977 as 

a work organisation set up to deal specifically with the resto

ration and preservation of the old town. The initiative was 

Left: Buildings ofKujundzilik, mosdy shops and offices, o n  the left bank of 

the Neretva River. 

Overleaf: Aerial view of Old Mostar vieivedfrom south ivest. 
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entirely taken by one man, Dzihad Pasic, formerly a govern

ment Inspector of Monuments, who prepared all the docu

mentation and who is still its director. 

Stari-Grad is a semi-autonomous organisation approved 

and subsidised by the Ministry for the Protection of Monu

ments and Nature of the Republic of Herzegovina in Sarajevo. 

An area covering 742,000 square metres, i.e. the central core 

area of the old town, was given over to Stari-Grad: all the 

rents, taxes, dues and income from advertisement, cinemas, 

etc., collected from this zone go to the organisation and form 

the basic part of their annual budget. This inner zone is now 

being extended. An overall Four-Year Plan is prepared so that 

the organisation knows in advance the budget at its disposal 

and plans with priorities in mind. Methods of funding the 

work in the central area based on the extent of improvement 

in the rest of the city has recently been evolved. 

The objectives of Stari-Grad are to restore the historical 

core of the town of Mostar and to revitalise and reactivate it 

as a thriving business centre. In seven years, they have resur

rected the old town so that even in the off-season with no 

tourists, the level of activity is striking. The long waiting list 

for the finished shops/offices means that the old town centre 

is again commercially viable and alive. 

The varied aspects of this restoration project, with many 

different types of buildings, from the central bridge, shops and 

private houses to public mosques, have been handled in an ex

emplary manner. All the restorations fit well into the general 

atmosphere of the old town and its-homogeneous appearance 

is not disturbed; nothing is overdone or touristic. The re-use of 

old buildings is sensitively achieved, especially where mosques 

are concerned, and whenever possible the building is used for 

its original purpose. The overall impression is excellent. 

In Yugoslavia, Stari-Grad has become a focus of attention 

especially among historic towns that need restoration. Two 

towns, Split and Novi Sad, have recently adopted a resolution 

to form an organisation similar to Stari-Grad, and Dubrovnik 

and Pula are also discussing this system. 

O B J E C T I V E S .  In Mostar, like many historic cities, the citi

zens wanted to preserve and protect their cultural heritage. 

Another corollary objective was revitalising Mostar's commer

cial and business centre through a programme of upgrading 

and re-use, or provision of modern facilities for the local and 

visiting population. Deterioration of the built fabric and com

mercial stagnation of the town centre were the principal 

motives for undertaking restoration; this was decided upon 

instead of indiscriminate destruction that often arises from 

commercial redevelopment and industrialisation. 

T O P O G R A P H Y ,  D E S C R I P T I O N ,  A N D  H I S T O R I C A L  

BACKGROUND. Mostar is the second largest town in the 

Republic of Herzegovina. It has 85,000 inhabitants divided 

almost equally among Muslims, Orthodox, and Catholics. Steep 

limestone mountains covered with scrub and fir trees tower 

over the townscape. The Neretva valley, widening out below 

Mostar, is agriculturally rich with many fruit orchards, farms, 

and vegetable gardens. Light industries found in the area in

clude a hydro-electric plant, tobacco and cotton factories, an 

aluminum plant, a wine distillery, and many fruit juice facto

ries. The region is famous for its crafts. Some are still prac

ticed, including tanning and leather work, jewellery, filigree 

work, wood carving, coppersmithing, embroidery, blacksmith-

ing, and kilim and saddle-making. 

Five centuries ago, Mostar originated as a small settlement 

of a few houses with a suspension bridge; Mostari means br-

idgekeeper. Its main period of expansion was after the Otto

mans arrived in Herzegovina and built a permanent bridge 

with flanking towers across the Neretva in 1557-1566. These 

developments caused the town and business centre to thrive. 

By the seventeenth century the town had over 1000 dwellings 

with a rich variety of private and public buildings. The period, 

under Austrian rule (1878-1918), is also well represented in 

Mostar by shops, public buildings, and an army barracks. By 
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the 1960's, however, many of these fine structures were dete

riorating despite the efforts of the existing organisations to 

preserve and maintain their rich cultural heritage. 

The community of Mostar had grown disenchanted with 

the inefficient bureaucracy that was responsible for the old 

town. Consequently, in 1977, it founded Stari-Grad. This 

organisation was set up to deal with the restoration and pres

ervation of the historic centre of the town, and the documen

tation of its rich building heritage. 

W O R K  P R O C E D U R E S .  Stari-Grad spent three years docu

menting the core of the old historical town, collecting and 

analysing historical data. It surveyed and, mapped the zone 

and produced measured plans, sections, and elevations for 

each building. All the data pertaining to a structure was col

lected; A dossier was compiled to include historic photo

graphs, etchings and literary references. Archaeological and 

art historical on-site analysis and investigations were also con

ducted. Detailed examinations were made on the rate of dete

rioration and the state of repair for each building. 

Before any restoration work can begin the following steps 

must be taken by Stari Grad: First, a detailed and analytical 

plan of action with plans of all reconstruction must be pre

pared. Second, questionnaires (Anketni) are distributed to the 

community; The responses are discussed at open meetings 

with community representatives. All resolutions passed at these 

meetings are published. Third, approval of the programme 

must be obtained from the Ministry for the Protection of 

Monuments in Sarajevo for certain buildings. Other buildings 

can be decided on by the community with the approval of the 

local Commission for Housing. 

All restoration is done under the control and supervision 

of Stari-Grad. This ensures a consistent standard of workman

ship. They also control the re-use of restored buildings with 

strict conditions and obligations for their upkeep. Rent from 

finished and renovated buildings goes back to Stari-Grad who 

reinvest it into subsequent restoration projects. Industries are 

frequently asked to donate their services and equipment for 

the restoration work. 

B U D G E T .  T h e  a n n u a l  r e n t s  a n d  d u e s  f r o m  t h e  z o n e d  a r e a  

are estimated and each year's work is planned in advance. A 

four year plan is made with estimates that have to be approved 

by Sarajevo and included in the city plan. Therefore, Stari-

Grad knows its overall budget ahead of time and can plan ac

cordingly. During implementation, however, since several 

projects go on simultaneously, it is difficult to separate the 

individual budgets. 

Another problem is the high inflation rate in Yugoslavia. 

Inflation has to be estimated and included in the budget. 

Stari-Grad's forecasts have been fairly accurate so far. A spe

cial fund must also be set aside for rehousing or for buying a 

shop or house. Rehousing occupants while their building is 

being restored is usually easy. They are housed in local housing 

projects. Time estimates have also to be accurate and adhered 

to for the sake of inflation. In 1978, Stari-Grad started with an 

annual budget of U.S. $50,000. This figure currently exceeds 

U.S. $2 million. Recently, 40 per cent of the estimated reve

nues of any new building project outside the immediate zone 

was granted to Stari-Grad, as a form of tax to sustain the most 

interesting urban elements in the city. This new source of 

revenue will increase the potential for future projects. 

C O N S T R U C T I O N  A N D  R E S T O R A T I O N  M E T H O D S .  

All historic buildings in Mostar were built either of a con

glomerate mixture of rock and river pebbles using a lime 

mortar, or with teneliya blocks, an oolitic limestone. Interior 

partition walls were sometimes made of baked bricks. The 

interior finish was done with lime plaster; the exterior facades 

were usually left unplastered except for houses. Many details 

were done in wood, especially the houses and shops. The ma

terials are found locally and the teneliya mine is still operating. 

New roofing is done with traditional materials — slate tiles 

(ploca) on timber framing with overlaps sealed in lime. 
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Top: Tannery vieivedfrom the north. 

Centre: The Prijecka Carsija business district. 

Above: Restoring roof tiles. 
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When major rebuilding has been necessary, this has been 

done with a concrete frame, brick infill dividing walls and 

stone facing on the façades. The standard of workmanship has 

been high and maintenance conscientious. 

R E S T O R A T I O N  A N D  R E N O V A T I O N .  

The Bridge, Stari Most. Among Stari-Grad's long-term un

dertakings, the renovation and repair of the Stari Most bridge 

is still an ongoing project. The bridge is one of the most 

famous landmarks in Yugoslavia. It is a masterpiece of Otto-

110 man architectural and engineering skill, and was completed in 

1566 after nine years of construction. The architect who de

signed and built it was Khairuddin, a pupil of the great Otto

man architect, Sinan. Stori Most has a high arched span rising 

27 metres above the river. It is four metres wide, 30 metres 

long and is built mainly of teneliya blocks. Raised bands of 

stones, about 60 centimetres apart, lead up the steep slopes of 

the bridge. 

Repairs have been carried out in the past but scientific and 

systematic studies began only in 1970 when Dzihad Pasic 

wrote the first major report. Drawings of the bridge were made 

and each stone numbered. In 1979, a preliminary underwater 

structural examination revealed major weakness in the natural 

rock under the footings of the bridge. The right bank had 

especially been eroded, creating caverns under the right foot. 

So with special divers and underwater equipment, the caverns 

were checked, drawn and core samples were taken for analysis. 

Steel bars were then driven into the bedrock. The overhang 

was thus strengthened and the area beneath was filled in with 

reinforced concrete. 

Although the bridge is stable, it is constantly monitored 

and examined. (It survived World War II when the German 

army filled the steppings with sand and drove their tanks 

across it.) In 1985, small holes were discovered in the vaults. 

Water was seeping through the interstices and freezing in the 

hollows. This could have caused damage. It was therefore 

decided to waterproof the interstices between the stones on 

exposed surfaces. A bonding and waterproofing material was 

applied on the bridge in March 1986. 

Tara Tower. In 1576, the tower on the left bank of the 

bridge complex was built. It was restored in 1737. Its interior 

deteriorated badly and in 1982, the walls were strengthened 

with reinforced concrete on the interior. The roof was com

pletely redone and the interior spaces were redesigned as art

ists' ateliers. The studios are only used in the summer because 

there is no central heating. 

Clock Tower, Sahat Kuly. Repairs on the seventeenth cen

tury clock tower carried out in 1982, involved restoration of 

the upper part, rebuilding the conical capping and replacing 

the lead sheathing. In addition, the interior stairs were com

pletely rebuilt in oak and the Genoese clock was fixed. The 

garden near the tower was landscaped and the steps leading up 

to it were repaved. 

Left: Stari-Most Bridge spans the Neretva River and is the focal point of 

the restoration areas on both sides of the river. 

Below: The Stari-Most Bridge towards the Halebija Tower. 

Opposite: View of the left bank with the Hadzi Karadzozbeg Mosque and 

madrasa in the distance. 





Hadzi Mehmed Karadzozbeg Mosque and Madrasa. Sultan 

Suleiman the Magnificent ordered the mosque to he built. 

This classic Ottoman mosque was built in 1557 by the same 

masons who constructed the bridge. It is a square building with 

richly painted interiors. Stari-Grad had the open porch hayat 

repaired. The gardens and the cemetery were tidied and 

landscaped. The madrasa was built in the same complex in 

1562. The wooden framework of the roof was rebuilt, the 

slates were replaced and new lead sheathing was put over the 

domes. Both the mosque and the madrasa continue to be used 

112 for prayer and study. 

Roznamedzi Ibrahim Efendi Mosque. Ibrahim Efendi who was 

roznamedzi (controller/secretary) to Sultan Murad IV 

(1633-1640) built this mosque in 1621—1623. This small, 

square mosque has a single dome and an elegant minaret. In 

1970, a section of the uppermost part of the minaret fell 

through the domed roof, damaging it. Pasic restored the mina

ret in 1970. Stari-Grad completed the restoration in 1978. 

They repaired and replaced the wooden panelling decorating 

the interior of the dome and redesigned the space inside for 

use as an exhibition hall or gallery. The roof was also repaired. 

Shops and Offices, Kujundziluk (left bank). Stari-Grad began 

renovation, still ongoing, of 30 shops and offices in the left 

bank business district. The shops are tiny wooden cubicles; the 

larger areas have been converted into restaurants. Restoration 

consists mainly of reconstructing the roofs. Modern facilities 

are provided for all the interiors. Details of the roofs, hinges, 

wooden slats, sills, overhangs, and so on, have been repro

duced according to traditional methods. The shops have been 

rented out to locals. The interior decorations were done and 

paid for by the lessee's, after approval by Stari-Grad. 

Top: Courtyard of Hadzi M ehmed Karadzozbeg Mosque and madrasa 

with covered well. 

Above: Portico (hayat) of the Hadzi M ehmed Karadzozbeg Mosque. 

Below: Ceiling of Roznamedzi Mosque after restoration. 



M A J O R  R E B U I L D I N G  P R O J E C T S .  

Koski Mehmed Pasha Madrasa and Embankments. In 1979, 

Stari-Grad rebuilt the Koski Mehmed Pasha Madrasa and em

bankments on the left bank of the Neretva River. The madrasa 

was built in 1618-1619 by Mehmed Koski who was roznamedzi 

to the Grand Vizier Lala Mehmed Sokolovic ( 1604-1606). 

During World War II, the madrasa fell into a ruinous state and 

in the 1950's, it was razed. It was rebuilt from photographs 

taken of the original; the ground plan was excavated and the 

room divisions were kept. It was constructed with lime mortar 

and teneliya limestone blocks and was strengthened on the in

side with reinforced concrete. Wooden details, chimneys, doors 

and windows were reproduced from photographic evidence. 

Modern facilities were incorporated without changing the 

floor plans. After completion, the building was rented by the 

Tourist Bureau. Coincidentally, the Assistant Director's fa

ther was the imam who taught at the madrasa. Stari-Grad also 

rebuilt the embankment and the ruined fountain in the court

yard was repaired. 

Business District, Prijecka Carsija (right bank). About 30 shops 

dating from the eighteenth and nineteenth century were pulled 

down and completely rebuilt according to their original de

signs. All finishing and detailing were also replicated. The 

shops have been rented out as galleries, restaurants or as craft 

shops. The occupants include a blacksmith, a woodcarver and 

a shoemaker. 

Tannery, Tabhana. This tannery was originally built in the 

sixteenth century as military barracks for Ottoman troops 

guarding the bridge. In the seventeenth century, it was turned 

into a tannery. When restoration work started, half of the 

quadrangle was still a working tannery. It will continue to 

operate as a tannery and will also house galleries, shops and 

space for leather work. The rebuilt half will have a restaurant 

and summer theatre. 

Fruit vendors in front of Koski Mehmed Pasha Madrasa. 

T E C H N I C A L  A N D  A E S T H E T I C  A S S E S S M E N T .  The 

work is of a high standard. The finish is good, and so is the 

quality of the materials. The availability of traditional build

ing materials obviously enhances restoration. There are no 

noticeable signs of ageing in any of the buildings. Nor are 

there any apparent problems with the restorations. 

Maintenance is kept up and all the buildings are clean. Fa

cilities function properly. If anything goes wrong, it is very 

quickly attended to. 

The many aspects of this conservation project, involving 

different building types, from private houses to public mosques, 113 

have been handled very well. The restorations blend into the 

atmosphere of the old town and the homogeneous fabric is not 

disturbed. Nothing is overdone or artificial. The re-use of old 

buildings is sensitively done, and whenever possible the build

ing is used for its original purpose. 

C O N C L U S I O N .  Conservation efforts by the Stari-Grad or

ganisation in Mostar varied from restoration and renovation 

to major rebuilding. In seven years, Stari-Grad made Mostar 

vibrant again. The significance of the project, aside from the 

conservation, is its popularity with the community and the 

democratic working methods that foster local participation. 

Work is expanding for Stari-Grad although their major 

works are still in the zoned area of the old town. Many projects 

in the historic core and in the private residential district out

side are planned between 1986-1990. The Halebija Tower on 

the right bank, completed in 1676, will be restored as ateliers 

for artists. Repair of interiors and the minaret of the Hadzi 

Mehmed Karadzozbeg Mosque will go ahead. Stari-Grad also 

plans to replace the roof and repair the interiors in the Nasuh-

age Vicjakovic Mosque. Built in 1528-1529, it is the oldest 

mosque in Mostar. Restoring and cleaning interiors and wall 

paintings is planned for the Koski Mehmed Pasha Mosque as 

well as repairing the roof. Hammam Cejvan-beg, built in 1626, 

is the first hammam in Europe. Its domes, walls, and interior 

will be restored to function again as a hammam. Repairs are 

planned for the dome and interiors of the Cejvan Mosque, 

which dates from 1552 to 1558. It was restored during the 

Austrian period and in the 1970s was turned into a museum. 

The main beneficiaries and users of the area are the towns

people and the tourists. Both groups seemed satisfied with the 

results. The Muslim community was especially enthusiastic. 

More communities in Mostar now want to be included in 

Stari-Grad's zoned area. 

Whether an organisation like Stari-Grad could be dupli

cated outside the political circumstances peculiar to Yugosla

via is difficult to determine. The cooperation between the 

different agencies and the community needed to make an 

organisation like Stari-Grad effective, are not easily found in 

many countries. Nevertheless, the example of Stari-Grad should 

be a great encouragement for all those who are trying to 

establish a more effective means of revitalising the historic 

cores of their old cities. 
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The M ostar restoration project included several sixteenth century houses of 

exceptional charm, such as the private Biscevic House (above) and the 

Kajtaz House which has been converted to a museum (opposite and overleaf). 








