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The authors of  the anthology have re-defined the social role of  build-
ings for culture and education built in former socialist countries; they 
have taken into account both broad socio-political circumstances and the 
general values of  the programmes realised at these sites. Interest in so-
cialist architecture is growing, and it is high time to start a broad, public 
discussion regarding how to manage and maintain these buildings today 
under radically different political circumstances. The reader is confronted 
with the conclusion that current societies lack the content that was once 
predominant in these buildings, whose history is admirable but whose 
current condition is unenviable.

Marjeta Ciglenečki 
Professor, University of  Maribor, Faculty of  Arts

This anthology is a treat for professionals and enthusiasts of  Central and 
Eastern European and Yugoslav architecture from the 1950s to 1990 and 
its lasting impact. It is a rich source describing ideas, pivotal buildings, 
and an intellectual milieu that was full of  contradictions, but also faith in 
a better future, which seems to have faded in the decades since. It also 
describes the political history of  a divided Europe, with all the fears and 
hopes of  the era.

Rudolf  Klein 
Professor, Óbuda University, Miklos Ybl Faculty  

of  Architecture and Civil Engineering
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1.
PREFACE:  

THE CARING STATE AND ARCHITECTURE; 
SITES OF EDUCATION AND CULTURE IN 

SOCIALIST COUNTRIES

Jasna Galjer
Sanja Lončar

The main topic of this anthology is to explore the links between architecture 
and its social purpose in order to compare and analyse transformations of ur-
ban and rural culture and identity from the socialist to the post-socialist and 
contemporary period. The research included is based on an interdisciplin-
ary approach that bridges methodological frameworks between individual 
academic disciplines in order to shed light on the historical, socio-political, 
and cultural context in which multifunctional buildings and institutions for 
education and culture were created and transformed.1

Following concepts developed by the ‘spatial turn’ in the social sciences and 
humanities, the aim of this anthology is to emphasize the fact that architectural 
typologies intersect with transformative relations of space and temporality. As 
regards methodological and historiographical issues raised in recent critiques 

1	 The editors of the anthology have dealt with the topic of multifunctional buildings for (adult) education and 
culture as a part of three scientific research projects: The Role of Zagreb’s Worker’s and People’s University 
in Social Modernization Processes from the 1960s until Modern Day (2017); The Transformation of the 
Social Roles of Architecture and Public Spaces from the Socialist Period (2018); and Modern Architecture 
in Croatia: a Critical History (2019 and 2020), all financed by the University of Zagreb. Research results 
were presented at numerous scientific conferences and round tables: the 9th InASEA Conference: Emotions, 
Senses and Affect in the Context of Southeast Europe (Zadar, 2018); 110 Years of Open University Zagreb 
(Zagreb, 2017); Workers’ Open University Zagreb – the Synthesis of Culture, Architecture, and Design in 
Focus: Hallways, Foyers, and Platforms (Zagreb 2019); and Industrial Heritage in Fine Arts Curriculae (Sisak, 
2020). Particular segments of this research have been published previously: Jasna Galjer, Sanja Lončar, and 
Tihana Rubić, “Društvena uloga radničkog narodnog sveučilišta “Moša Pijade” (RANS)”, Andragoški glasnik: 
Glasilo hrvatskog andragoškog društva (2018); Jasna Galjer and Sanja Lončar, “Socially Engaged Architecture of 
the 1950s and Its Transformations. The Example of Zagreb’s Workers’ University”, Etnološka tribina: Godišnjak 
Hrvatskog etnološkog društva (2019). 
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(Murawski and Rendell 2017, Mako et al 2014, Emmons et al 2012, etc.), we 
seek to identify general tendencies among case studies from Croatia, Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, Serbia, the Czech Republic, and Hungary. By representing 
the situatedness of architectural ideas and ideologies within the framework 
of socialist temporality and (post-)socialist memory, we strive to contribute 
to a redefinition of the value and meaning of the ‘peripheries’ of architectural 
knowledge production. The aim is to contextualise often neglected dimensions 
of networking in the relations between “centres” and “peripheries”, “East” and 
“West”, “local” and “global”, or “high” and “low” architectural culture.

This volume thus focuses on examples of multifunctional complexes for 
culture and education, and spaces intended for (adult) education in line with 
the needs of cultural production and socio-political, ideological, political, 
cultural, and artistic education. Moreover, architecture with a specific func-
tion played a prominent role in local, regional, or national history during the 
socialist period, engendering various emotions and perceptions in the public 
discourse. Through a comparative and critical analysis of case studies, this 
volume addresses the practices of dialogue, debate, and cultural translation 
instead of taking a descriptive approach to architectural history narratives 
focused on the central areas of architectural production. 

In the past thirty years, the economic and political situation has resulted 
in neglect to a number of public buildings and spaces with specific functions, 
as well as changes to their roles in the lives of individuals, groups, and nations. 
By taking into account frequently neglected actors and vehicles of ideological 
conflict, this anthology aims to examine typical models, typologies, and the 
appearance of modern concepts in the context of contemporaneous politi-
cal ideologies. The aim is to provide a meta-perspective on a multiplicity of 
representations of the memory of specific public spaces from the socialist pe-
riod, such as public attitudes, changing modes of remembrance, and debates 
on whether these spaces should be preserved, repurposed, or dismantled and 
destroyed. 

This volume will thus contribute to affirming the interdisciplinary ap-
proach to research on cultural heritage, which serves as a generator for social 
development. By affirming values that have frequently unjustifiably neglect-
ed architectural heritage and its memories on the national level, the volume 
contributes to a recognition of this heritage as a significant field with the 
potential for new activities within the culture of modern, everyday life.
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***

Multifunctional complexes for education and culture are an exceptionally nu-
merous, diverse collection of buildings and institutions in European countries. 
Although the first were founded in the 19th century, their typology, names, or-
ganizational structure, activities, creation and implementation of cultural pol-
icy differ depending on the socio-political and cultural circumstances and the 
time and place they were created. These multifunctional complexes include 
e.g. people’s reading rooms, popular universities, people’s and workers’ uni-
versities, centres for culture, houses of culture, community (people’s) centres, 
cooperative centres, labour union houses, workers’ houses, parks and houses 
for Pioneers, peasant houses, commercial unity centres, peasant unity cen-
tres, educational houses, music and theatre halls, sport centres, etc. (cf. Galjer 
and Lončar, 2019). These buildings and institutions are important centres of 
the cultural and social life of communities, and not infrequently significant 
construction, architectural, and urban projects. Throughout the 20th and 21st 
centuries, changes in socio-political systems resulted in numerous transfor-
mations in their use, maintenance, financing, organisation, management, ac-
tivities, societal perceptions, and local community roles.

Although the multiple roles of architecture in the context of public policy 
are among the most common aspects of public policies worldwide (especial-
ly in post-transitional European countries), little research has been undertak-
en in the humanities or social sciences into the social roles of multifunctional 
complexes for (adult) education and culture built during the 20th and 21st 
centuries. The same is true of urban educational spaces designed to satisfy 
the needs of socio-economic, ideological, political, cultural, or artistic edu-
cation and cultural production. This is demonstrated by the lack of complete 
insight into the topography of key buildings. 

Previous research into multifunctional buildings and complexes for ed-
ucation and culture has been partly limited to research into individual in-
stitutions, often because of their importance at the national or local level. 
Groups of building typologies are rarely researched. Despite recent height-
ened historical interest in socially engaged architecture, examples of a syn-
thetic, interdisciplinary approach to the analysis of architectural typologies 
of multifunctional adult education and cultural education buildings (Cupers 
2015) are still rare. One significant outlier from the dominant Euro-centric 
narrative is a themed edition of the Journal of Architecture (Murawski and 
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Rendell, 2017), which examines revolutionary changes in architecture from 
1917 to 2017 through the interpretive model of “social condensers”.

Research into individual examples often focuses on architectural history, 
interior design, conservation issues, and the roles of certain buildings in the 
history of 20th-century architecture. Apart from studies focused on individual 
examples, more extensive studies that go beyond the narrow field of architec-
ture (i.e. architectural history) and include research into political, social, and 
cultural systems are still rare (cf. Dinulović et al. 2014; Galjer and Lončar 2019; 
Mako et al. 2014; Rogić and Mutnjaković 1984, etc.). Moreover, research that 
systematically and comprehensively deals with issues of cultural policies and 
activities pertaining to buildings and institutions for education and culture and 
their comparative analysis within the framework of 20th- and 21st-century con-
tinuity is also rare. Additionally, there has been no research on the historical, 
socio-political, and cultural context of the emergence and actions of multifunc-
tional buildings for education and culture in urban and rural environments and 
their role in the development of social and cultural life. 

All of the aforementioned information indicates the need for individ-
ual case studies; it also illustrates a shift in the field of architecture and in 
educational and cultural policy institutions resulting from 20th-century so-
cio-political changes. Examples of interdisciplinary academic approaches 
to researching the social and cultural roles of architecture and public spaces 
(Emmons, Hendrix and Lomholt, 2012) argue that, in order to understand 
social transformations (including architectural changes), it is necessary to 
reconstruct “the complex, meaningful and creative lives of buildings” and 
the changes that occur in them over time as a dialogue on the meanings and 
values of various participants (those who commissioned the buildings, crit-
ics, beneficiaries, visitors, scholars, architects, artists, journalists, residents, 
owners, and others) (Maudlin and Vellinga 2014: 1). This approach neces-
sitates the development and implementation of various multidisciplinary, 
interdisciplinary, and trans-disciplinary approaches to researching space 
and architecture (cf. Baur et al. 2014). These imply connecting the approach 
and knowledge of various disciplines and areas of research into space (e.g. 
architecture, art history, anthropology, sociology, political science, cultural 
studies, urban studies, etc.), connecting theory and practice, connecting var-
ious ‘classical’ and innovative research methods and techniques (e.g. archival 
research, discourse analysis, case studies, focus groups, interviews, participa-
tory observation, mental maps, sensory ethnography, walking ethnography, 
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etc.), and thus also capturing the heterogeneous experiences of the use of 
space, its characteristics, narratives, and perceptions. 

These approaches enable an understanding of the historical, socio-polit-
ical, economic, and cultural context of the emergence and activities of mul-
tifunctional buildings and institutions for education and culture and how 
their functions were transformed in the 20th and 21st centuries. Moreover, 
they display relationships between public policy and the (political) context 
in which those policies were established, as well as allowing urban spaces and 
architecture to be analysed as instruments of and a medium for these (cul-
tural, educational, etc.) policies. By doing so, the authors of the texts in this 
anthology analyse and interpret (urban) spaces and architecture as places of 
interaction, integration, participation, communication, and cultural transfer, 
as well as centres and generators of innovative, experimental, alternative, ed-
ucational, social, and cultural practices. 

***

The texts in the anthology approach the analysis and interpretation of specific 
architectural typologies – multifunctional buildings for education and culture 
– from various aspects, placing architectural work and particular examples 
of buildings and institutions in correlation with broader political, social, and 
theoretical contexts. The research shows a network of a large number of mul-
tifunctional buildings and institutions for education and culture in particular 
socialist states, which were founded and built in cities and villages during the 
second half of the 20th century in order to implement cultural enlightenment, 
promote political beliefs, and organise social activities. The diversity and 
abundance of names used among different countries and within each partic-
ular country (e.g. different names used by different political systems, or even 
multiple names existing simultaneously) bear witness to gradations in mean-
ing that are difficult to understand if one does not also understand the political 
and social context of the time. One challange while preparing this publication 
was finding adequately precise English translations and definitions for the 
complex, nuanced meanings of terms for architectural typologies in various 
national languages. In these cases, we have endeavoured to use terminology 
we hope will be sufficiently intelligible in the broader context.

In interpreting the development of typologies, a few authors note the ex-
istence of numerous taxonomic categories, which were developed in order to 
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differentiate relationships between particular functions within this architec-
tural typology (cf. Janečková, Simon), as well as to semantically and ideolog-
ically create distance between the function and social role of buildings and 
structures from previous socio-political periods (cf. Galjer, Lončar, Žiljak).

Through the example of culture houses in Czechoslovakia (cf. Janečková) 
and houses of culture in Hungary (cf. Simon), the authors provide systematic 
and thorough analyses of the construction of such buildings, as well as shed 
light on the development of various types of building and standardised archi-
tectural plans. They note that this process was initiated by the highest bodies 
of state authority in order to develop a new system of institutions intended 
to disseminate culture (cf. Simon) or to enable a ‘cultural balance’ between 
urban and rural areas or provide free, universal access to high-quality cultural 
content (cf. Janečková). The number and polyvalence of spaces allowed them 
to be opened to various social strata, thus “promoting the principle of social 
equality” (cf. Rollová).

Lončar analyses these topics through the example of the opus of architect 
Aleksandar Freudenreich, whose few decades of active architectural work 
resulted in a large number of multifunctional buildings for education and 
culture; in a 1943 study, he first extensively elaborated his thoughts on the 
importance of such buildings and their building process and characteristics, 
as well as the need to create various architectural solutions (dependent on 
size, rural or urban setting, etc.). In the Croatian context, the further devel-
opment of this architectural typology intensified after 1950, inspiring the 
production of knowledge and transfer of ideas in architectural work. Galjer 
interprets this topic through an analysis of numerous examples and activities 
from the 1950s to the 1980s, such as architectural criticism, consulting and 
public debate, exhibitions, publications, and representative examples of ar-
chitecture and urban planning in Zagreb. 

A separate unit consists of texts with case studies on particular buildings, 
complexes, and institutions, often eminent national centres for education, 
cultural and social life that are simultaneously notable architectural and ur-
ban design creations, such as the Open University Zagreb building in Zagreb 
(cf. Žiljak), Vatroslav Lisinski Concert Hall in Zagreb (cf. Unkić), SPENS 
in Novi Sad (cf. Konstantinović), and a project to transform Prague Castle 
(cf. Rollová). These examples show how these multifunctional buildings 
and complexes often became new urban centres, which were perceived as 
a reflection of development, modernity, and progress (cf. Kreševljaković), 
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thus encouraging further infrastructure projects. Unkić describes the con-
struction of the largest music institution in Croatia, which contributed to the 
completion of an important urban design project, and whose high-quality ar-
chitectural design founded on similar European design solutions for this kind 
of space laid the foundations for the “technological development of musical 
life” and the development of Zagreb’s social life in general. Konstantinović 
analyses the programmatic concept of a multifunctional sports centre in nu-
merous social roles in an urban centre, including the process of dismantling 
the building’s original function, which requires reconstruction in accordance 
with the new needs of modern society and the community. Rollová analyses 
Prague Castle as a symbol of statehood, whose complex tradition as a royal 
palace transformed into a monument to the progress and success of socialist 
Czechoslovakia. The focus here is on the castle’s active role in the formative 
process of educating ‘new people’ prepared to build a new society.

These examples affirm that multifunctional buildings for education and 
culture are connected in various, complex ways to the social, intellectual, ed-
ucational, and cultural capital of the societies in which they arose and oper-
ated. Often in addition to the function of political education, these buildings 
were places where knowledge and culture were created and transferred to 
various social groups and individuals, important gathering places where peo-
ple participated in educational, cultural, and leisure activities, thus becoming 
important places in social life and community building. These spaces indicat-
ed that education and culture were public goods, as well as endeavouring to 
make various social strata equal (cf. Kreševljaković, Unkić). In her study of 
community centres in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kreševljaković argues that 
human lives unfolded in and around these buildings, which impacted numer-
ous generations. This connectedness resulted in community participation in 
planning processes, the collection of funds, construction, and (leisure) ac-
tivities. This created personal and family connections with the spaces, pride, 
and a feeling of responsibility towards shared property. 

Changes to political and social systems had a drastic impact on changes 
in public policy, which resulted in changes to the organisation and content 
of these institutions, including how they were managed, the use of the spac-
es and the types of (educational and cultural) activities housed there, public 
perception, etc. (cf. Unkić, Žiljak). The examples presented in the anthology 
show that these changes did not only take place during significant changes 
to political systems (in the mid- and late 20th-century), but also throughout 
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the lifetimes of these systems (which lasted from years to multiple decades). 
For example, Žiljak’s analysis of adult education in one of the most important 
educational institutions in Croatia affirms the stages of the institution’s devel-
opment, proving that changes in key (political) actors, beliefs, ideas, interests, 
and instruments on the state level influenced changes in legislation, financing, 
operations, educational programmes, and the use and adaptation of space. 
The majority of texts show that identities, organisational structures, and so-
cial roles changed. The names of buildings were changed, while the founders, 
programmes, users of space, and the way the space was used all changed in 
numerous other examples. However, even amidst discontinuity in social roles 
and the perception of representational discourse, a certain degree of conti-
nuity is also apparent, as are connections to prior socio-political orders and 
cultural-historical periods, especially building typologies and their functions 
dating to the turn of the 20th century (cf. Janečková, Lončar, Žiljak). 

Political and social changes from the socialist to post-socialist period 
impacted how these buildings were used and perceived. Due to political 
changes in the post-socialist period, numerous buildings, complexes, and in-
stitutions lost their earlier functions, which have not been replaced with new 
ones. Starting from the specificities of architectural typology, the texts in this 
anthology shed light on the contexts of their transformation in a broad range 
of issues, from key roles in social life to marginalisation. By examining the 
continuity of discontinuity in material and non-material heritage, we strive 
to indicate possible guidelines for sustainability studies on cultural heritage 
in today’s expanded field of modern culture.
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2.
JUST A COG IN THE MACHINERY OF GREAT 
CULTURAL TRANSFORMATION; BUILDINGS 

HOUSING CULTURAL INSTITUTIONS IN 
HUNGARY BETWEEN 1949 AND 1990

Mariann Simon

People’s education was a key concept in communist and later socialist governance 
in Hungary. This paper examines political concepts and decrees and discussions of 
people’s educators on their spatial expectations of cultural buildings from 1949 to 
1990; it also analyses the architectural impact the aforementioned had on the cre-
ation of standardised designs for two national architectural competitions in 1964 
and 1967. The methods and means of cultural transformation were closely tied to 
social and economic changes, which are well described in the name of sites for peo-
ple’s education – culture houses (kultúrház), houses of culture (művelődési ház), or 
centres for culture (művelődési központ) were not simply buildings, but concepts.

Keywords: cultural transformation, people’s education, house of culture, centre for 
culture, standardised architectural design, modern architecture

The first three years after the Second World War in Hungary were later re-
ferred to as the period of free education. Communist policies introduced a 
radically different approach to the dissemination of culture. “In people’s ed-
ucation, the people are educated by someone else; in free education, people 
cultivate themselves – as they want and like. This ‘relinquishment’ of control 
was a particularly bourgeois position, and it also meant the renunciation of 
educating the masses” (Koncz and Papp 1976: 43). Houses of culture were 
centralised, politically determined spaces for the education of the people. 
Although they were “just a cog in the machinery of great cultural transfor-
mation” – as one representative of cultural governance referred to cultural 
buildings (Bíró 1968: 83) – the changing expectations from these buildings 
well describe the cultural story of the period from 1945–1990.
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THE CULTURE HOUSE MOVEMENT

When the Hungarian Communist Party came into power in 1949, it reorgan-
ised the entire system of cultural institutions. The new Ministry of People’s 
Education took over the responsibilities of all previous organisations in the 
field of culture, following a centralized Soviet model. The political concept was 
clear: the cultural education of the people in the spirit of communism. The 
centralisation of all cultural activities served the effectiveness of the ‘cultural 
revolution’. The spaces in which the people were educated were culture house.

A book summarising the history of cultural institutions in Hungary after 
1945 labels this period ‘the culture house movement’ (Kovalcsik 1986: 99–
102). This movement was mainly represented in the growing number of cul-
ture houses in successive governmental plans and party decisions. According 
to another review, there were 433 cultural buildings in 1950; this number 
had reached 2,020 by 1957. (Országos Népművelési Tanács 1970: 17). As 
this radical increase in construction activity was apparent in 1970, the author 
of the aforementioned book added that the majority of culture houses had 
been converted from pre-existing buildings, and that most contained only 
one large room.

The Ministry of Building Affairs published design standards for cultur-
al buildings in 1950, which defined four functions: culture houses, libraries, 
cinemas, and theatres. The introduction to these standards states that “culture 
houses serve the workers’ cultural and political edification and their social life” 
(Perényi 1950: 3). The rooms listed in these standards mainly reflected de-
mands for political education. The standards offered only two versions based 
on the capacity of the great hall with more or less than 300 seats. Further facil-
ities – a smaller hall of 60-80 m2, a reading room, book storage, and a ‘women 
and youth room’ – were also listed among the main design prescriptions.

Increased political freedoms had reached the cultural sphere before 
the 1956 revolution, but the entire system was reorganized afterward. The 
Ministry of Education and the Ministry of People’s Education were merged 
under the new name of the Ministry of Cultural Affairs.1 Other organizations 
also involved in the work of distributing (socialist) culture were gathered un-

1	 The change in the name of the ministries express a change in cultural politics. People’s education (nép-
művelés) refers to a one-way attitude in which the people are the recipient of education, while cultural affairs 
(művelődésügy) also expresses a process, but without a forced direction. 
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der the umbrella organization of the National Council for People’s Education. 
Although political expectations and demands were still paramount, political 
structures also took the opinions of the field into consideration. The Institute 
for People’s Education was reorganized and its activities were broadened to 
include educational research and methodology, as well as the training of 
cultural workers. The official training of people’s educators (today’s adult 
educators) at the university level was introduced in the autumn semester of 
1956; it was offered at several teacher training colleges beginning in 1962 
(Országos Népművelési Tanács 1970: 124).

HOUSES OF CULTURE

The name culture house (Hu. kultúrház), which had become directly connect-
ed with the communist period, disappeared from official texts within a few 
years after 1956; both the institution and the buildings that housed them 
were then described as house of culture (Hu. művelődési ház). A policy direc-
tive released in 1958 defined a turning point in cultural history. This directive 
maintained the concept of the cultural revolution, which was to increase the 
education, knowledge, and culture of working people – of course, in the goal 
of strengthening socialism. It also mentions previous errors: “Aside from the 
establishment of central, representative cultural institutions, relatively little 
has been done to culturally develop the most deprived areas, especially vil-
lages and worker settlements” (s.n. 1958a: 124). Villages became the new 
target. This cultural shift was in line with the political decision to restart rad-
ical rural collectivization in 1956.

The policy directive also revived discussions surrounding houses of 
culture. The author of an article in the periodical Pártélet (Party Life) held 
that one of the main weaknesses of houses of culture was their separation 
between the functions of house of culture and library; he held the two should 
function together under the same roof, which was an exception in the com-
pleted houses of culture of the time. He added that, although the number of 
houses of culture was relatively high – about 5,000 – only 2,000 deserved the 
name, as they had only a few smaller rooms in the building besides the great 
hall (Tamás 1959: 32–35). In the coming years, the connection between li-
braries and houses of culture was also discussed in the journal Népművelés 
(People Education). The author of the first article on the topic in this journal 
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provided exact data about the relationship between libraries and houses of 
culture, focusing only on the situation in the countryside: only 10% of hous-
es of culture had a separate room for a library. He named two elements by 
which the situation could be improved: first, that the cultural apparatus and 
the employees of libraries and houses of culture should be convinced of the 
importance of this fusion, and second, that new standardised architectural 
designs should be created for this concept (Szekeres 1959: 5).

Although standardised designs enjoyed support from architects and pol-
iticians alike, especially after 1949, no official standardised design was made 
for houses of culture. The design standards launched in 1950 contained only 
a list of rooms, sizes, and technical data, but offered no architectural designs. 
In 1959, the Ministry of Building Affairs commissioned six state design of-
fices to prepare standardised designs for villages in six different scales. The 
scales were defined by the capacity of the house of culture, based on the great 
hall, ranging from 100 to 350 seats (Fig. 2a). 

Fig. 2a. Standardised design for a 100-seat house of culture, 1959. Architect L. Medvedt, Lakóterv. Source: Népművelés, 
1959, 5, 14.
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Compared to the design standards – which prescribed only with a great hall 
more or less than 300 seats – the new collection seemed to better suit rural 
demands, as villages had roughly 500-3,500 inhabitants. However, the key 
room of the building was still the great hall, used for lectures and perfor-
mances. Népművelés devoted three articles to the new standardised architec-
tural designs (Vajda 1959: 5–7). The programme of 100- and 150-seat build-
ings consisted of a great hall, though a reading room was also added in the 
second case. The larger buildings (200 and 250 seats) included a library and a 
reading room. Finally, the 350-seat version had a library, a reading room, and 
three club rooms (Fig. 2b).

Fig. 2b. Standardised design for a 350-seat house of culture, 1959. Architect I. Balogh, Lakóterv. Source: Népművelés, 
1959, 7, 23.
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In most cases, both the layout and the façade design was published. The larg-
est building had a flat roof, but the other houses had pitched roofs, just like 
the existing rural houses of culture of the period, which were also presented 
in the periodical. The new standardised designs intended to provide architec-
tural and financial support to the growing number of new houses of culture. 
As a cultural journalist stated in 1960, “We can provide state support pri-
marily through standardised designs, which make construction significantly 
cheaper” (Tamás 1960: 17).

Based on a 1958 policy directive, a governmental decree on houses of 
culture was released in January 1960. The educational task was clear – houses 
of culture’ “aim and task is to help educate the people in terms of worldview, 
politics, profession, and arts, to raise their general education; they should 
provide encouragement and opportunity to develop forms of social life and 
quality entertainment. They achieve these goals and tasks through active par-
ticipation in workers’ activities” (Münnich 1960). The municipal governing 
councils, companies, and cooperatives had the right to found and maintain a 
house of culture, either independently or under the professional supervision 
of the Ministry of Cultural Affairs. This new possibility for joint maintenance 
was also celebrated by architects and municipalities alike because it promised 
the availability of (often limited) financial support.

In the following years, the number of new or renovated houses of culture 
increased radically. A 1970 study – in addition to the results of the 1960s 
– also listed the weaknesses of the house of culture program, such as that 
“the development of institutions is inconsistent and spontaneous, especially 
in their territorial distribution” (Országos Népművelési Tanács 1970: 22). 
Confusion in the construction and operation of houses of culture became ev-
ident in the middle of the decade. The newly-appointed Deputy Minister of 
Cultural Affairs2 informed journalists that, despite high state support, there 
were 150 unfinished houses of culture in the country (k.e. 1964: 3).

Several problems had become apparent by the mid-1960s. Népművelés 
reported on the conclusions of county cultural department meetings. In addi-
tion to methodological and human issues in people’s education, participants 
also criticised the physical circumstances. “There have been many legitimate 
criticisms of the current standardised designs. These designs have been sur-

2	 Dr Károly Polinszky, a chemical engineer, was appointed in January 1964; he held this position until 1974, 
when he was appointed Minister of Education. 
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passed by the rapid development of needs and requirements, so there is an ur-
gent need to create new ones” (Gönyei 1964: 4). Following formal meetings, 
monthly periodical Alföld provided a more detailed discussion on people’s ed-
ucation, which discussed financial problems affecting both construction and 
subsequent operation alike. Rural municipalities were disappointed with the 
amount of financial support they had been provided. Houses of culture in these 
areas were financed out of municipalities’ own development budgets. The cost 
of building a modern house of culture – which included the addition of several 
well-equipped rooms alongside the great hall – would have been equivalent to 
ten years of one of these municipal budgets. As a result, rural houses of culture 
were built with only one great and one or two small additional rooms. This 
meant there was insufficient space for clubs to function properly, as there was 
insufficient space in which to store the equipment of multiple groups using 
the same room (Szabó 1964: 718–725). Another author from the discussion 
in Alföld even blamed the standardised designs themselves for the poor qual-
ity of buildings. “In Nyírmártonfalva, the construction of a house of culture 
is now being completed based on the standardised design of the Ministry of 
Cultural Affairs, whose usability and outdatedness have been the subject of 
criticism for many years” (Szőlősi 1964: 631). As a counter-example, the au-
thor noted completed houses of culture based on individual designs instead of 
standardised designs as a contemporary solution for larger villages. From the 
perspective of a cultural educator, he expressed approval that the library was 
positioned in the centre of the layout, that the great hall was also suitable for 
film screenings, and that the building offered space for a cafeteria, which could 
also be used for literary programmes.

Despite the problems mentioned above, rural settlements and peo-
ple’s educators still had to wait for a larger variety of standardised designs 
than the six versions from 1959. To improve the situation, the Ministry of 
Building Affairs published new design directives for houses of culture in 
1963 (s.n. 1963a). The directives defined three categories: cultural room 
(Hu. művelődési terem), cultural home (Hu. művelődési otthon), and house of 
culture (Hu. művelődési ház). Compared to the 1950 standard, which differ-
entiated only between great halls with more or less than 300 seats, the new 
directives worked with a broader scale. The smallest version, the “cultural 
room”, had one great hall with 100 seats and one or two more rooms. The 
next largest version, the “cultural home”, contained a 400-seat great hall, a 
library, club rooms, and service rooms. Finally, the “house of culture” was 
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defined in two scales: one with a 600-seat great hall and another with more 
than 600 seats, both of which also featured all of the functions and rooms of 
the smaller versions. The programme of the houses of culture was planned 
for larger settlements that could afford to build them. 

The 1963 design directive was intended to serve as the background for 
the new generation of standardised designs for cultural buildings. Both polit-
ical leadership and the field of architecture eagerly awaited the introduction 
of the new standard designs. The agitation and propaganda committee of the 
Hungarian Socialist Workers Party noted publishing the new standardised 
designs for cultural buildings as one of its most important tasks in 1964 (s.n. 
1964b). Three months later, the journal Népművelés reported on the new 
standardised designs, with an estimated launch date in 1965 (Kormos 1964: 
7–8).3

TWO ARCHITECTURAL COMPETITIONS

In March 1964, the Ministry of Building Affairs and the Ministry of Cultural 
Affairs announced a joint competition for the design of houses of culture. 
The call defined the expectations of the competition’s organisers: a great 
room with 300 seats, a library for 5,000 books, a reading room, and two large 
and two small club rooms. The building was also to be free-standing, and “its 
external appearance should express the purpose of the building and take into 
account the architectural features of the rural environment” (s.n. 1964a: 9). 
The features of the rural environment necessitated a simple design that could 
also be built by construction companies that were poorly equipped. Based 
on the three levels of cultural buildings (cultural room, cultural home, house 
of culture) defined in 1963, the competition selected a smaller version of the 
house of culture design with 300 seats. The competition’s organisers made it 
clear that applicants should take into consideration that the project intended 
to rework the winning entries into standardised designs.

Although the competition’s organisers considered it a success, having re-
ceived 53 entries, the jury did not award a first prize, only two second and 
three third prizes (Fig. 2c). 

3	 There is no evidence that these standardised designs were put into use, but they were surely developed.
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Fig. 2c. Second prize winning entries in the 1964 architectural competition. Architects M. Hofer and J. Bitó. Source: 
Népművelés, 1965, 5, 6.

Some of the awarded plans were published in the daily newspaper, as well as 
receiving a more detailed analysis in the journal Népművelés. Daily Magyar 
Nemzet summarized the general lessons of the competition. “The entries 
provide an opportunity for a new type of house of culture for both everyday 
social life as well as various types of performances. These architectural plans 
have made the image of house of culture more appealing” (s.n. 1965: 3). The 
journal Népművelés published four perspective drawings of the award-winning 
entries and provided a detailed introduction and evaluation of the designs. 
The reviewer positively assessed the flexibility of the spaces in several of the 
standardised designs submitted; one such example was a foyer that could be 
used not only as an entrance, but as a lounge, or – if connected with the clu-
brooms – a dance hall. The multifunctionality of other rooms also seemed 
to be the main advantage of the proposals. However, the reviewer also men-
tioned some weaknesses of the competition, specifically the mass of the build-
ings and their interpolation into the surrounding built environment. How-
ever, this approach seems irrelevant as the competition had not indicated a 
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specific location for building, serving instead as a way to increase the number 
of available standardised designs. The reviewer went one step further: “There-
fore, not just a single standardised design should be available to builders, but 
as many as possible with different solutions, from which they can choose the 
most suitable standardised design for given local conditions” (Vajda 1965: 7).

Although the house of culture competition was celebrated by architects 
and people’s educators alike, it could not solve the emerging problems in the 
design of cultural buildings. The coming 1966–1970 five-year plan provided an 
opportunity to rethink principles. The new people’s education policy summa-
rized both the results and the weaknesses of political education. “Political ed-
ucation is often overly abstract and does not provide an adequate response to 
the social, economic, moral, and aesthetic problems that arise today; it avoids 
specific and delicate issues” (Népművelési Propaganda Iroda 1966: 13). This 
policy reflected the expectation of the Hungarian Socialist Workers Party, but 
the policy’s directives also mentioned the lack of funding available for houses of 
culture, although only on the local level. The authors of the directives listed the 
material weaknesses of cultural buildings: the lack of more than one great hall, 
heating problems, obsolete furnishings and equipment, and operations ham-
pered by a lack of money. In addition to this, not all cultural educators had the 
right qualifications, they were poorly paid, and often worked only part-time. As 
regards cultural institutions, the authors of the directives proposed introduc-
ing three different levels in accordance with the population of settlements: a 
“club-library” would be built in villages with 1,000–1,500 inhabitants, “cultural 
homes” were suggested for larger settlements, and well-equipped “houses of 
culture” were recommended for towns and county centres only.

The three-level system proposed by the National People’s Education 
Council seemed to be in tune with the 1963 official design directives: cultur-
al room, cultural home, house of culture. At first glance, renaming the small-
est design from cultural room to club-library reflected a change in policy 
supporting self-education rather than listening to political lectures or other 
presentations. However, people’s educators received the proposal with mis-
trust, fearing it would mean the same expectations in worse conditions. “It 
is already well known that – at least in this planning period – we should not 
expect significantly more state support for people’s education tasks” (Takács 
1967: 10). The official reaction was that the new club-library concept would 
first be introduced in 25 villages as an experiment. The criticisms of people’s 
educators also touched on cultural homes and houses of culture. They sug-
gested using different standardised designs based not only on the number of 



JUST A COG IN THE MACHINERY 33

inhabitants, but also on the location of the settlement within the country and 
its position within the administrative hierarchy.

The growing need for differentiation and gradual development was soon 
also accepted by the ministries. In August 1967, the Ministry of Building Affairs 
and Urban Development (which had been reorganised this same year) and the 
Ministry of Cultural Affairs announced a joint open competition for the design 
of houses of culture, just three years after the previous one. This time the offi-
cial intention was not to collect proposals for standardised designs, but “a series 
of plans can be built in stages, which can later be developed in general, while 
some elements can even be developed separately” (Zólyomi 1969: 2). 

The competition sought designs in three scales: settlements with 1,500-
3,000, of 3,000-5,000, and 5,000-8,000 residents. Although the competition 
had been announced for “rural houses of culture”, the number of residents 
the designs were intended for made it irrelevant to small villages, targeting 
small towns instead in accordance with the radical urbanization underway 
in Hungary at the time. Concerning the expected functions, each scale of 
design included a great hall either with 200 or 400 seats, with a library and 
additional rooms for clubs and study groups (Fig. 2d).

Fig. 2d. Layout of the Orgovány house of culture based on the winning entry of the 1967 architectural competition. 
Architects K. Jurcsik and L. Varga. Source: author’s archive.
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The competition also included the additional requirement that the building 
could be expanded stepwise at a later time if finances allowed. The great hall 
was always fixed and was impossible to enlarge due to structural constraints, 
so the smaller rooms were positioned around it. This arrangement made it 
possible to add further rooms or increase the size of the lobby if funds al-
lowed. The design program and the evaluation took criticism of the 1964 
architectural competition seriously. The new competition decreased the im-
portance of the great hall (at least in number of seats) while increasing space 
for additional functions. It demanded that the lobby should be connected 
to the club zone, allowing it to be expanded for use as a dance hall. The jury 
gave awards to those entries that included a separate entrance to the library 
(Piszer et al. 1968).

THE CENTRE FOR CULTURE

By the time it was announced, the 1967 architectural competition for rural 
houses of culture was already slightly outdated. Among the weaknesses in 
people’s education, the aforementioned 1966 directives noted that “both the 
development and the spatial distribution of cultural institutions has been 
spontaneous”, which was to be avoided in the future (Országos Népművelési 
Tanács 1970: 22). The new house of culture concept and proposed differen-
tiations in the scale and content of cultural institutions were soon codified. 
A ministerial instruction on house of culture was released in January 1968, 
defining three levels: club-library, house of culture, and centre for culture 
(s.n. 1968).4

The centre for culture appeared as a new name and concept that fit well 
with both international trends and recent economic changes in Hungary. The 
concept of centres for culture combining education, cultural events, and en-
tertainment appeared in Cold War Europe in the late 1960s, first in Western 
countries and soon thereafter in the Eastern Bloc (Cupers 2015: 464–484). 
The Hungarian political situation was also perfect for the aforementioned 
cultural policy reform. The so-called New Economic Mechanism was enacted 
on 1 January 1968, for which preparations had begun in 1966. The Hungarian 

4	 Ministerial instruction on the development of cultural home like institutions No 105/1968 (MK 1) MM
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Socialist Workers Party intended to improve efficiency and to shift economic 
development from an extensive to an intensive period. To this end, political 
leadership planned to allow lower instances more independence in decision 
making. 

In the case of cultural institutions, this meant that less money was left 
for rural areas. The authors of materials prepared for the National People’s 
Education Conference of 1970 explained the reasons for this. As there was 
a great discrepancy in the cultural opportunities available to rural and urban 
inhabitants in the early 1960s, rural areas required more support. “Although 
this was a necessary and correct goal, it also adversely affected the entire 
concept of people’s education to a certain degree; in addition to the legiti-
mate needs of villages, inadequate attention was paid to the requirements 
and needs of cities (especially large cities)” (Országos Népművelési Tanács 
1970: 21). A year later, another summary reported on the quick increase in 
the quality of centres for culture built in cities and county centres. The au-
thors referred to them as centres for culture, these buildings did not include 
all of the expected functions, but they were large and built in urban centres 
(Pál and Soós 1971: 10–11). 

A new urban development policy introduced in 1971 shifted the trend in 
cultural investment towards cities. Based on shifts in population from villag-
es to towns and from small settlements to larger ones, this concept created 
five categories of settlements according to their number of inhabitants. The 
highest four categories satisfied four different levels of functions. As a result, 
approximately 2,000 small villages (which had been placed in the fifth cate-
gory) were left as exclusively residential areas with no other special function. 
As regards cultural services, this meant that villages with a house of culture 
in the fourth category (which likely also included a library) were expected to 
meet the additional cultural demands of those living in the smaller surround-
ing settlements. 

Parallel with the new economic policy, political leadership also allowed 
more room for sociological research in the field of culture. Research under-
taken by the People’s Education Institute highlighted the same weaknesses 
mentioned previously by active people’s educators: the modest, neglected en-
vironment of houses of culture, the lack of club rooms, or people’s educators’ 
low prestige and high employment turnover (Pál and Soós 1986: 228–229). 
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Rural houses of culture operated in worse than average conditions, a fact that 
only became more widely known in the early 1970s. A report on the situation 
in Bács-Kiskun County mentioned frequent changes of the directors of cultural 
homes as well as the low central budget for houses of culture, which required 
institutions to support themselves out of their own revenues (Gál 1973: 5). 
Local research on a medium-size village brought a further problem to light 
– houses of culture in their existing state were not interesting or appealing 
enough to the citizenry. As the former director of a house of culture expressed: 
“The truth is – and we must say this honestly – that people do not demand 
public cultural services, and since they do not demand them, the management 
of the village does not demand them either. Aware of this fact, the head of the 
house of culture does not dig any deeper, and so we remain on the surface, but 
no serious, meaningful work is being done” (Andrássy 1975: 62).

The New Economic Mechanism, which had been introduced in 1967 to 
allow greater independence to different levels of economic operators, was 
struck down at the highest political level in 1972. However, this backtrack-
ing on economic changes did not stop general cultural easing. Following its 
decisions on science and culture, the central committee of the Hungarian 
Socialist Workers Party published a decision on public education in 1974. 
The change from people’s education to public education reflected a change in 
the position of the party. The resolution “aimed at the full expansion, uni-
fication, and state management of public education, under the ideological 
influence of the party.” People’s education was the responsibility of the party, 
but public education was the responsibility of the state apparatus (Kardos 
1997: 22–24). This political change also shortly resulted in the launch of 
a new periodical entitled Culture and Community, edited by the People’s 
Education Institute. The topic of houses of culture did not disappear from 
debate; the institute even organized a congress on the topic. The majority of 
the discussion focused on the current theme of centres for culture; however, 
some commented that public education should rely on individual initiative. 
“I believe the next step of development should involve nurturing and sup-
porting existing, spontaneous personal initiative” (s.n. 1976: 41). 

The party preferred the concept of centres for culture, so the late 1970s 
and early 1980s saw new cultural complexes built in cities.5 Although these 

5	 The Ministry of Building Affairs and Urban Development announced two architectural competitions on the 
subject in 1974 and 1976.
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centres for culture offered better cultural opportunities and were built to 
higher standards, they also highlighted the growing differences between the 
circumstances of city dwellers and the rural population. The architectural pe-
riodical Magyar Építőművészet supplemented the publication of a new centre 
for culture project with the comments of two public education experts. They 
praised the centres for culture but remarked that “these large institutions 
have reduced (or even eliminated) the institutional capacity of the area”. 
They also stated that cultural erosion was affecting villages and suburbs the 
most (Beke and Koncz 1985: 14–15).

THE ORGOVÁNY HOUSE OF CULTURE:  
MODEL OR EXCEPTION?

Upon the 25th anniversary of the liberation of Hungary, a book was published 
presenting the best architecture from 1945–1970. The editors included three 
houses of culture in the collection, two of which were in cities and one of 
which was in the village of Orgovány, located on the Great Hungarian Plain 
(Szendrői et al.1972: 107). Orgovány was founded at the turn of the century; 
by the 1930s, its population had increased to 3,500, also including people 
living on surrounding homesteads. The population of the municipality of 
Orgovány grew from 3,500–4,200 during the socialist period as more and 
more people moved into the village from homesteads. This agricultural mu-
nicipality with two cooperatives was in a relatively better position than other 
settlements of a similar size. It had a house of culture in 1958, although it like-
ly only had a great hall, where – as reported by a county newspaper – mass 
events such as a celebration of International Women’ Day or blood drives 
were held (s.n. 1958b: 2; s.n. 1963b: 4.). However, as the old building soon 
became too small for the growing population, the report informed readers 
in September 1964 that a larger, two-storey house of culture was planned; 
“A new, modern house of culture with a full glass façade will soon be built” 
(Fekete 1964: 5). 

The new house of culture was opened in 1969, but it was built in brick and 
did not have a full glass façade. The explanation for this lies in the economic 
and political situation. Despite the intention of the municipality, it took a 
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long time to collect money for the new house of culture. It seemed an effec-
tive political solution to build one of the winning entries from the 1967 ar-
chitectural competition for houses of culture. The results of this competition 
were announced in December 1967, and the first prize winning architects 
(or, specifically, the state design office where they were employed) received 
the commission in February 1968. The architects and builders were given 
a fixed deadline of 21 March 1969 by which the house was to be opened. 
Political authorities dictated what design was to be used, but they also pro-
vided financing for the entire construction process. The project was a dona-
tion to Orgovány for the 50th anniversary of a brutal counter-revolutionary 
attack against the Hungarian Council Republic in 1919.

The competition design had received high ratings from the jury, and the 
completed building also received high acclaim (Fig. 2e, 2f). 

Fig. 2e. Entrance to the Orgovány house of culture in 1969. Architects K. Jurcsik and L. Varga. Source: author’s archive.
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The limited construction time required close cooperation between design-
ers, architects, and the local contractor; it also required that traditional con-
struction materials be used, such as brick and mortar. The intensive work put 
the architects in a decisive position to realise their unified design concept. 
The building was made with masonry (in a period when the construction 
industry tended towards prefabrication); the high-quality brick wall was 
simply whitewashed both inside and outside. The building’s flat roof and the 
composition of its smaller masses allowed it to both fit into the environment 
of the Great Plain while also expressing modernity. The interior was a coher-
ent part of the whole; the same concept, materials, and colours were used 
inside as outside. The house of culture was exceptional not only because of 
its architectural quality but also as the realisation of a long-awaited interior 
arrangement of a medium-size cultural building, offering flexibility and a 
‘homey’ feeling – a house “in which cosiness is primary, a house that draws 
people, a house they want to visit. The spaces are intertwined, but if neces-
sary, the programmes they hold can be either strictly separated or connected” 
(s.n. 1972: 54).

Fig. 2f. Interior of the Orgovány house of culture in 1969. Architects K. Jurcsik and L. Varga. Source: author’s archive.
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The Orgovány house of culture was highly appreciated by contemporar-
ies and later generations of architects alike; it has thus been included in all 
anthologies of socialist architecture since the 1970s. As for its local recep-
tion, the people of Orgovány appreciated the “representative”, “exception-
ally beautiful”, and “up-to-date” house of culture.6 The house of culture as 
an institution was also successful until 1990. It offered study groups and art 
groups, created a special place for newspaper reading, held special events 
and performances, and also participated in an experiment led by the Public 
Education Institute; later, karate, gymnastics, and dance courses were offered 
in the building (Varga 1975: 5; Horváth 1990: 4).

The change in political system also seriously affected the house of culture 
in Orgovány. The municipality’s two agricultural cooperatives were liquidat-
ed, and although the former head of the municipal council was elected mayor, 
financial support radically decreased. The council leased the smaller rooms 
to a pub, the former library was used as a shop, and the entire institution was 
run as a business. There was no budget for maintenance and renovation. As 
the situation improved in the late 2000s, the house of culture’s director at the 
time intended to expand the building. The architectural profession noted this 
planned change, made it public, and intervened (Zsuppán 2009).

In 2012, the building was declared a national monument; while this add-
ed more constraints in rebuilding, it also provided a better position for finan-
cial support (Fig. 2g, 2h).

The façade of the building has been partly renovated, although the orig-
inal wooden window and door openings have been replaced with PVC. The 
interior has been renovated; unfortunately, the blue PVC floor of the lobby 
and corridors were changed to beige tiles. Some further fine architectural 
details have also disappeared, but the building’s main concept was restored. 
Most importantly, the pub has moved out, and on a Saturday morning in 
October of 2020, there were people in the great hall playing table tennis and 
the club rooms were full of children. 

6	 These descriptions were collected from the 1968–1985 issues of the county newspaper, Petőfi Népe.
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Fig. 2h. Interior of the Orgovány house of culture in 2020. Architects K. Jurcsik and L. Varga. Source: author’s photo.

Fig. 2g. Entrance to the Orgovány house of culture in 2020. Architects K. Jurcsik and L. Varga. Source: author’s photo.
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3.
CULTURE HOUSES IN CZECHOSLOVAKIA

Michaela Janečková

Hundreds of culture houses were built after World War II in Czechoslovakia. Rooted 
in the 19th-century modernist belief in the power of culture to educate and to “en-
lighten” people´s minds, institutions dealing with the educational potential of lei-
sure time activities were supported by the newly-established Czechoslovakian state 
after 1918. The post-war socialist state’s intention to educate and ‘enlighten’ both 
culturally and politically, as well as to strengthen local communities through leisure 
time activities, resulted in the development of a specific typology. The dichotomy 
of culture and ‘enlightenment’ was reflected in the designation of these buildings as 
culture houses or houses of enlightenment, as well as in the development of prescribed 
typologies of these houses, researched by state institutions and codified by state 
norms. In the mid 1960’s, spaces in culture houses devoted to ‘enlightenment’ be-
gan being replaced by ‘clubs’, reflecting the transition of Czechoslovakian society in 
the post-Stalinist era. Nowadays, many of these buildings are losing their function 
and appearance due to the post-socialist transformation after 1989.

Keywords: Czechoslovakia, culture houses, post-socialist transformation

HISTORY

The role of culture as a tool to ‘enlighten’ but also to disseminate ideas con-
nected to nationalist- or class-oriented politics was common in 19th century 
Bohemia, Moravia, and Silesia, lands that were still part of the Austrian Em-
pire and the later Austro-Hungarian Empire.1 Places of culture were financed 
and operated by those who aimed to promote certain political or religious 
stances, thus forming the programme of these institutions, which are referred 

1	 This paper is part of the project Architecture and Czech Politics from the 19th–21st Century realized by the 
Department of Art Theory and History at the Academy of Art, Architecture and Design, and supported by 
the Ministry of Culture of the Czech Republic in the Applied Research and Development of National and 
Cultural Identity (NAKI II, code DG18P02OVV041).
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to in Czech as houses.2 National Houses, for example, promoted the culture 
and political aspirations of distinctive nationalities, especially in multination-
al cities of border regions. Such houses can be found for example in Ostrava, a 
north Moravian coal-mining and steel city that experienced powerful growth 
in the second half of the 19th century, where a German House (completed in 
1895), Czech House (1899), and Polish House (1900) were built. Houses 
could represent not only nationalist interests, but class interests as well: work-
ers built their own Workers’ Houses, for example. Also sports organizations, 
such as the nationalist, anti-Catholic Sokol or Catholic-oriented Orel, proved 
the common practice of merging culture, leisure activities, and education, 
which were presented as ‘enlightenment’3 activities that could also include a 
political agenda. The Municipal House in Prague (completed in 1912) was 
not only intended to represent the pretended cultural supremacy of Czech 
nationality in a city where many eminent citizens were German speakers; 
many of its halls and parlours manifested the pan-Slavic idea.4 It is thus un-
surprising that negotiations leading to an independent Czechoslovakia took 
place in the Municipal House and that the first law confirming independence 
was approved in its hall. From this perspective, we can consider the typology 
and ideological aims of socialist-era culture houses not only the product of 
communist ideology but also a legacy of these Houses since the 19th century 
until the Second World War.

THE LEGACY OF THE FIRST REPUBLIC

Achieving progress and general folk enlightenment was still perceived as the 
task of culture after 1918. Culture could even be used to provide political 
enlightenment, a process contemporary language would refer to as propa-
gandandizing. In 1925, the Enlightenment Association,5 which had oper-

2	 In Czech, the term used is domy (houses); these ranged from simply equipped halls for meetings, lectures, 
balls etc. to newly built representative palaces with multi-functional spaces such as theatres, ballrooms, and 
parlors. Similarly, the post-war kulturní domy will be translated here as ‘culture houses’ and not houses of 
culture, which would refer to ‘domy kultury’, a term that also exists in Czech.

3	 For the purpose of this article, I will use the translation of Czech word osvěta as enlightenment, which is the 
closest to its Czech meaning, sharing the root light (světlo in Czech). Other close meanings are education, 
awareness, or knowledge-raising.

4	 Pan-Slavism is concerned with the unity of Slavic people. Pan-Slavism, as a political ideology, gained wide 
support in Czech Lands, especially after the First Pan-Slav Congress, held in Prague in 1848.

5	 Osvětový svaz (Czech).
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ated since 1905, was transformed into Masaryk’s Folk Education Institute6 
with considerable financial state support. This institute also promoted itself 
through a brochure in which the “common folk” were informed that the in-
stitute “provides a unified policy for enlightenment work.”7 This policy in-
cluded a wide range of activities, some of them quite bizarre from today’s 
perspective, such as the management of both public and travelling libraries 
or teaching through mail, parent education, education for the unemployed, 
or training on how to effectively spending one’s leisure time. Some other 
activities were quite visionary, similar to those used by state institutions 
controlling cultural production after WWII. The agenda of Masaryk’s Folk 
Education Institute included folk education, verifying the programmes of 
theatres and cinemas, recommending appropriate literature, and compiling 
lists of literature regarded as inappropriate or kitschy. In Prague, the institute 
attempted to open a public cinema and founded a school for people's educa-
tion named after Jan Hus.8

The brochure mentioned above also provides examples of how culture can 
be put in the service of enlightenment: “I would like to draw particular atten-
tion to the useful method of suggestion, which enthuses the masses: e.g. Air 
Force Day, a demonstration of a powerful idea; unified national celebrations; 
mass radio broadcasts of important events and ceremonies; physical education 
or other mass enterprises, etc. People's education must also take advantage of 
these grand gestures.”9 This kind of language exploited by the institute surely 
proved useful in the 1950s, when it was renamed the Enlightenment Institute10 
and developed a similar agenda within a different political system.

The cult of personality surrounding the first Czechoslovakian president, 
Tomáš Garrigue Masaryk, resulted the first modern culture house bearing 
his name. Masaryk’s culture house in Mělník, a modern building opened to 
the public in 1936 (Fig. 3a). 

6	 Masarykův lidovýchovný ústav (Czech).
7	 In Czech “pečuje o jednotnou linii osvětové práce” (Trnka 1935). 
8	 Jan Hus (1369–1415) was a Czech Mediaeval priest who criticised the Catholic church, and was thus burned 

at the stake in 1415. In this context, Hus was probably chosen as a symbol of ‘enlightenment’, bringing truth 
and education to those blinded by Catholic hypocrisy. 

9	 “Zvláště důrazně bych upozornil na zdravou metodu sugesce, která strhuje masy: např. propagační den le-
tecký, manifestace za mocnou ideu, sjednocené oslavy národní, slavnostní hromadné poslechy významných 
událostí v rozhlase, tělovýchovné aj. podniky velkého slohu atd. Lidová výchova musí využívati i těchto velko-
rysejších pracovních gest.“(Trnka 1935).

10	Osvětový ústav (Czech).
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Fig. 3a. Josef Širc, Bedřich Zeman, Jan B. Zelený. Culture House in Mělník, built in 1935–36. Source: Stašek and 
Stašková 1957.

Construction was financed by the local municipality, through a grant from a 
savings bank, and through donations from citizens. It featured a theatre hall 
with 350 seats, a small hall with 140 seats, a library with reading room, and a 
memorial hall to those who lost their lives in WWI. Visitors were welcomed 
by the statue of the Masaryk in the lobby. This symbolic placement mirrored 
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the values of state policy represented by a president who highlighted edu-
cation (Masaryk himself was a philosopher) and a protestant work ethic.11 
Masaryk’s culture house in Mělník was built in the progressive style (Czech 
Functionalism), corresponding to the modernist ethos of the young state. 

As concerns the official state policy of “enlightenment through work”, an-
other institution named after Masaryk is of interest. The Masaryk Academy 
of Labour,12 founded in 1919, was a research institution supported by the 
state. Its main goal was to convey the results of research into practice – to or-
ganise “the entire workforce of the nation”, which was seen as “a continuation 
of Komenský´s pansophic desires” (Ženatý 1929). This quote by Masaryk 
himself presents a goal more closely related to Taylorism13 and the beliefs of 
Jan Komenský, a 17th century protestant priest known as the “teacher of the 
nations”, a person who devoted his life to ‘enlightening’ the masses through 
education. This suggests, that in Masaryk´s conception both education and 
culture have always been understood as tools to raise the mental capacities 
and health of the nation in order for them to better work for the state’s eco-
nomic success.

This official approach, i.e. to use culture and education as tools to increase 
the state’s prosperity, was not accepted by Czechoslovakian avant-garde 
artists and architects; nevertheless, a similar interest in rational solutions 
appeared both in official state politics and the avant-garde movement. The 
emphasis on a rational approach and the belief that ‘science’14 would re-
solve both economic and ideological issues was a widespread conviction 
among left-oriented architects. To solve problems in a scientific way, uni-
versal quantities, model situations, standards, and typologies were needed. 
Architectural circles were greatly focused on finding standardised designs 
that would fit a standard person or revealing the universal structure hidden 
behind everyday practice. In his book The Minimum Dwelling,15 Karel Teige 
sought a housing design based on minimal and standard units; Karel Honzík 

11	 Despite the fact that the term refers to Max Weber’s 1905 book, it must be pointed out that some 
Czechoslovakian citizens were protestants since the 15th century; Masaryk himself married Charlotte Gar-
rigue, a US citizen from an Huguenot family, whose moral values he admired.

12	 Masarykova akademie práce (Czech).
13	 Taylorism was one of the interests of the Masaryk Academy of Labour, a topic heavily discussed in books 

published by Academy.
14	 For more on Teige, see Švácha 2000: 14–97. 
15	 Published in Czech as Nejmenší byt. Prague 1932, for English see The Minimum Dwelling, (translated by Eric 

Dluhosch). MIT press 2002.
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tried to rationally describe how irrational “psychological function” affects 
architecture;16 Bohuslav Brouk advocated the rational consumption of goods 
and resources.

ATTEMPTS TO SUPPORT CULTURE HOUSES FROM  
THE END OF WORLD WAR II TO 1948

Just after WWII authors such as Bohuslav Brouk, Karel Honzík or Karel Janů, 
who was interested in prefabrication, published their seminal works which 
showed a post-war optimism that can even be described as technocratic; 
thanks to science, rational solutions could be found and applied to society. In 
the field of product design, which Brouk and Honzík also wrote about, stan-
dardised products were intended to satisfy the masses: they would be inex-
pensive (because they were produced on a mass scale), and their appearance 
would be controlled by state-appointed professionals, thus there would be 
no room for ‘bad taste’. In this way, the design itself would serve educational 
purposes, because (as these authors believed) well-designed objects raise 
their owners’ sensitivity to the arts, thus having an ‘enlightening’ effect. In 
architecture, prefabricated construction and typified solutions would deliver 
a similar effect – inexpensive, good quality buildings whose moderate stan-
dards would satisfy a population who, after the struggles of war, demanded 
not architectural masterpieces but flats, shops, and public facilities. 

In a situation in which all people must be offered unified products (mean-
ing those of a good and equal standard), all people must be also offered equal 
and free access to culture of a good standard. This would likely not be an 
opera or a play by Bertold Brecht, but it would also not be bourgeois kitsch, 
cheap romance novels for women who dream about marrying wealthy cap-
italists, design dressed in baroque forms, or a Romanticist, pseudo-Gothic 
castle. Culture was to be provided not only appropriate building types, but 
also a network of such buildings to cover the entire republic and bring en-
lightenment to every region and every village. The post-war zeal for planning 
produced projects for regional and urban development, and the tendency to-
wards pre-fabricated, universal solutions resulted in competitions for archi-

16	 For Honzík´s contribution to the theory of socialist lifestyle, see Miljački 2007. 
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tectural designs, one of the first of which focused on three types of cinemas 
(Brunclík 1947: 246). 

Municipalities and other public bodies also demanded standardised de-
signs for culture houses that would be able to host all the activities of the 
local community in one place. The question was not only what functions 
these houses should perform and what they should look like, but also who 
would pay for building them. Before the Communist party took power in 
February 1948, it was unclear which institutions should be responsible for 
the program and how these activities should be financially supported. There 
were probably about 50 culture houses being built during 1946–1948 across 
Czechoslovakia, whether new buildings or renovations of other types of 
building into basic culture houses (Stašek 1960: 13). The main space in these 
buildings was always a multi-purpose hall, which served for film screenings, 
theatre plays, and balls, and in some cases even as a gym; adjacent rooms 
served for meetings, and they also sometimes featured a small library.

In 1946, the Ministry of Agriculture published a brochure announcing 
that the new agricultural policy would aim not only to foster the “economic 
progress of Czech villages and raise the living standards of the rural popula-
tion, but also to extensively, consistently enhance the culture of our villag-
es, which will mean a complete cultural balance between the city and the 
countryside.” (Ministerstvo zemědělství 1946: 3) This brochure also intro-
duced two basic types of culture house designed by the Ministry’s building 
department, as well as three projects resulting from a competition among the 
architects of BAPS (Block of Progressive Architectural Associations).17 Both 
types designed by the Ministry were quite spartan, featuring a level-floored 
main hall with a capacity of roughly 200, which could be used for cinema 
screenings, balls, or other cultural activities, as well as meeting rooms (for 
local groups of interest such as amateur photographers, theatre groups, etc.) 
and a small library with a reading room. Although no culture house was ever 
built according to these designs, other projects supported by the Ministry 
of Agriculture were realised, usually as a kind of reward for high agricultural 
yields and the good work of villagers. In many other cases, the building of 
culture houses was not initiated by state deputies or the local government, 

17	 BAPS – Blok architektonických pokrokových spolků (Block of Progressive Architectural Associations), 
founded in 1934 and re-established in May 1945, included a number of smaller architectural associations.
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but by active residents who found an architect or civil engineer, prepared a 
modest project, and built a culture house by their own means together with 
other residents.

Although the standard was generally poor, one project that stands out was 
designed in 1947 by Jiří Kroha, an avant-garde architect of the interwar pe-
riod who was active in leftist circles. He designed a culture house for Mnich, 
a small village located near the Monument to Slavic Brotherhood,18 which 
honours the local population and guerrillas who clashed with the retreating 
German army at the end of World War II (Fig. 3b, 3c). 

18	 Památník slovanského bratrství, a sculpture of a dying guerrilla, a Soviet, and a Czechoslovak soldier. The 
names of 1,842 men and women who died during World War II in the South Bohemian Region are written 
on the sides.

Fig. 3b. Jiří Kroha, proposed design for a culture house in Mnich, 1947. Source: Macharáčková and Dvořáková 2007.
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Fig. 3c. Jiří Kroha, culture house in Mnich: drawing and house after completion, 1947 and 1950. Source: Macharáčková 
and Dvořáková 2007.
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Likely due to this heroic history, the communist minister of agriculture sup-
ported the project and hired one of the best architects of the time. Jiří Kroha 
took a step back from his pure undecorated form from the interwar period, 
designing a modern house infused with folk motifs such as a relief depicting 
a contrabass – a symbol of folk music – and stylized figures of a man, woman, 
and child on the façade. Although some see this attempt as a step towards 
the coming style of socialist realism, it is far more likely he simply wanted to 
please his audience.

THE ROLE OF CULTURE HOUSES AFTER 1948

The new situation after 1948 introduced the need for central planning – a 
network of houses around the entire republic, universal solutions built on a 
developed typology, and last but not the least, the need to define what role 
these places of unified culture should play in local communities.

Culture houses inherited expected content, including local communities’ 
activities, culture and education, and underlying political propaganda. After 
1948, political education was added in form of lectures and libraries contain-
ing political literature. The aim to formulate a kind of taxonomy is reflected 
in names used in the language of planners – culture houses, enlightenment 
houses, cultural-enlightenment houses, houses of the army, red corners, en-
lightenment corners, or enlightenment besedas.19 Typified solutions were 
sought for all these ‘species’ of house to balance their cultural task (represent-
ed by the multipurpose hall) and enlightenment task (represented by meet-
ing rooms with an appropriate library with selected political literature).

The quest for solutions is reflected in competition for designs, the first 
standardised plans developed by state institutions such as the State Typization 
Institute,20 and in early examples of culture houses and their consequent 
evaluations. A competition for the design of a culture house and town hall in 
Roztoky in 1948 resulted in various solutions, which were criticized for being 
very individual without respecting “the degree of economy needed today” 

19	 The Czech word ‘beseda’ is derived from the verb ‘besedovat’: to talk in a friendly way within a wider 
circle. However, the word has been used in various meanings since the 19th century, and thus is difficult to 
translate.

20	 Státní typizační ústav (Czech).
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(s.n. 1948: 318.). The first universal designs for culture houses were released 
in 1950; it was based on the results of the projects from previous competitions 
for standardised cinemas (Stašek 1960). Three capacities were designed based 
on the number of seats in the main hall, ranging from 255 to 459. These designs 
worked with three ‘compositional units’ – the cultural unit (based on a cinema 
or theatre hall), the entrance, and the enlightenment unit. The ‘units’ could be 
freely composed according to target capacity and function (Fig. 3d). 

Fig. 3d. Units, 1960. J. Brunclík, Zdeněk Lakomý. Source: Stašek and Stašková 1957.

The results, demonstrated in the small city of Sedlčany, show that locals pre-
ferred to build just the entrance and cultural unit. The enlightenment unit, 
which the locals did not consider as important, was left to be built in the 
future, justified by a lack of finances. It was clear that going to a film screening 
or a ball was more important for residents than to meet in lecture rooms for 
leisure time activities or political education.

This first standardised solutions, based on three basic ‘units’, were in-
tended to simplify the functional schema, reduce the cost of construction, 
and offer a similar standard throughout the entire country. The intent to find 
typified, standardised solutions was supported by the establishment of ex-
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pert groups under the auspices of the State Typization Institute, which had 
designed the aforementioned ‘compositional units’ while simultaneously 
working on typified designs for army houses. This dual-track typization – 
culture house and army house – once again proves the unclear task of bring-
ing culture and education to locals and merging culture and enlightenment. 
In the case of the army, its role as a defender and as the bearer of culture were 
combined. This role culminated during the era of Stalinism, when the style of 
Socialist Realism was adopted and the idea emerged of the army as a cultural 
body – an idea which later disappeared completely.

Between roughly 1949 and 1955, the implementation of Socialist Realism 
in Czechoslovakia resulted in culture house projects in the Socialist Realist 
style. This style, which required symmetry or gradation, made it difficult to 
work with ‘compositional units’; on the other hand, the basic typology (di-
vision into three functional units) was respected by the architects even in 
projects that were quite unique.

In accordance with Socialist Realist criticism, the first projects initiated in 
the mid-1950s (such as the culture house in Ostrava Vítkovice)21 displayed 
a more modest, undecorated form. The culture house in Ostrava Vítkovice 
offers lavish interiors with different halls, a club used for leisure activities and 
education, and a sports area. This project was not a typical one: its architect 
ignored the demand to meet standard solutions, which was possible in a city 
with the exceptional position of the ‘steel heart of the republic’. Another sim-
ilar example from the same period can be found in Příbram,22 again in a city 
with a mining industry.

FROM ENLIGHTENMENT TO CLUBS

For the second five-year plan (1956–1960), the State Typization Institute 
developed four basic types of culture house based on the capacity of the hall 
(300-500 seats) and the enlightenment unit (83-300 seats). It is interesting 
to note a change in language after 1960 – the word enlightenment was gradual-
ly replaced with the word club. The club unit included rooms such as reading 

21	 Designed by Jaroslav Fragner, an interwar Functionalist architect. The culture house in Ostrava Vítkovice 
was designed in 1954 and opened to the public in 1961.

22	 Designed by Václav Hilský, also an interwar Functionalist architect. The culture house in Příbram was de-
signed in 1955 and opened to the public in 1959.
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rooms, darkrooms, rooms for quiet plays, or even sports room and puppet 
theatres. 

The word enlightenment itself began to be used less frequently in the 1960s 
than in the 1950s, as demonstrated in its reduced usage in names of laws, de-
crees and ministries. A presidential decree on state enlightenment work23 had 
been in force since 1945, requiring the creation of enlightenment councils, 
ideological enlightenment schools, and later enlightenment besedas as orga-
nizational centres; however, it did not decree the building of physical spaces. 
In 1953, the Ministry of Education and Enlightenment issued statutes for 
these institutions. The higher frequency with which the word enlightenment 
was used in the 1950s is also reflected in the number of enlightenment facili-
ties: around ten thousand of them had been registered by 1957.24 The succes-
sor to the decree was the 1959 Enlightenment Act, which remained in force 
until 1992. This act in 1959 introduced “club-type enlightenment facilities” 
and defined the role of enlightenment activities in the socialist state.25

Just as legislation related to enlightenment disappeared from the pro-
gramme of legislators during the 1960s, the very word enlightenment gradually 
disappeared from the names of ministries. In 1918, it appeared in the name 
of the Ministry of Education and National Enlightenment; in 1948 it was re-
named the Ministry of Information and Enlightenment; in 1953, it was once 
again renamed the Ministry of Education and Enlightenment. In 1969, enlight-
enment finally disappeared, leaving us with the Ministry of Education.

The shift from form to normative framework is apparent in the typified de-
signs developed in the second five year plan. The graphics provided describe 
the functions of spaces and their areas. Complex solutions were designed in 
the form of architectural projects, but these served more as a source of in-
spiration than a respected norm. During the 1960s, when Czechoslovakia 
gained respect in cultural production, many highly individual solutions for 

23	 In Czech: Dekret presidenta republiky ze dne 26. října 1945 o státní péči osvětové.
24	 Only about 1,700 of them were housed in their own building. As in the 19th century, enlightenment activ-

ities were still most often conducted in the social halls of inns, former federal houses, or the halls of the 
Sokol or Orel sports facilities.

25	 “The basic goals of enlightenment activities follow the goals of the socialist cultural revolution. The content 
of educational activities is mainly the continuous dissemination of the scientific worldview, the fight against 
bourgeois ideologies and residues of bourgeois way of thinking, and explaining and promoting the policy of 
the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia to complete the construction of socialism and consolidate world 
peace. Enlightenment activities contribute to increasing the comprehensive education of the working mass-
es, to education through the arts, and to the creation of conditions for a rich cultural and social life.” Act 
52/1959, §1.
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culture houses appeared. These designs finally did away with the now an-
tiquated term enlightenment, instead referring to the rooms for meetings 
and group activities as club rooms. Culture remained – represented by the 
multi-purpose hall – while enlightenment was replaced by the more pleasing 
‘club’, which spoke to the language of free time and entertainment. 

TRANSITIONS, DISCOURSE, ‘HUMANIZATION’

In the 1970s, architects considered attempts to typify culture houses obso-
lete, as shown in a contemporary books on the topic: “Efforts to typify culture 
houses became outdated, because mass construction is not needed in the case 
of culture houses or club facilities, but one building in one municipality. In 
addition, as a public building, it should represent the community, society, and 
the times.”26 The fact that architects and state institutes resigned themselves 
to modernist efforts at typization indicates not only the onset of postmodern 
discourse, but also disappointment in previous attempts by generations of 
architects to codify the culture house as a standard form. The 1988 Ministry 
of Culture directive (s.n. 1987) no longer describes any architectural form; it 
only defines eight basic types, again arranged according to the capacity of the 
facility from 100 to 1500 visitors, and an exhaustive number of graphics. These 
mainly describe functional solutions, links to sites, roads and infrastructure, 
fire protection codes, hygiene regulations, economic indicators, diagrams of 
operational relations, floor plans, and other technical parameters.

Culture houses became part of every city and nearly every village that 
served as a ‘central village’.27 Many of them were simple adaptations of older 
structures, while others were unique architectural designs. It is thus difficult to 
say what a culture house (or kulturák for short in Czech) looks like; even today, 
it is widely perceived as a highly specific phenomenon. Kulturák represents 
both an architectural type and the programme it offers. As far as architecture is 
concerned, only the multipurpose hall where local people can meet is shared 
by all culture houses. The programme also varied from local activities such as 

26	 In Czech: “Byly překonány i snahy o typizaci kulturních domů, protože v případě kulturního domu nebo 
klubového zařízení nešlo o hromadnou výstavbu, ale o jednu stavbu v jedné obci. Navíc jako veřejná stavba 
má prezentovat obec, společnost a dobu.” (Beneš 1976).

27	 A central village (středisková obec) was one that served as a centre for smaller surrounding settlements, 
usually equipped with facilities such as shops, post offices, or elementary schools.
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photo club or chess club and a hall for film screenings and balls to spacious 
buildings which offered an extensive range of leisure activities.

The popularity of culture houses in the late 1980s can be judged accord-
ing to sociological research from 1989 (Rendlová and Exnerová 1990), 
which showed that only 8% of youth in Prague aged 15-24 had never visited 
a culture house, around half were regular visitors, and about a quarter were 
frequent visitors (meaning they visited a culture house at least once a week). 
It also revealed the switch to entertainment – the younger generations most-
ly visited those cultural facilities that offered popular music concerts and dis-
cos, while the middle-aged and older generations mostly attended theatre, 
especially small theatre collectives. Generally, the most successful culture 
houses were either those with a wide range of activities or small facilities that 
offered just one type of programme for a specific group. While enlighten-
ment activities such as educational lectures or political debates were com-
mon, culture houses in Prague lacked programmes for interest groups such 
as seniors or mothers with small children. 

This trend towards popular activities, which had been slowly developing 
since the 1960s, boomed after 1989. Today, the pressure for entertainment is 
exacerbated by the demand for operational economy, where various shows or 
evenings with popular personalities will certainly attract more paying spec-
tators than the arrival of a classical chamber ensemble. The reconstruction of 
and modifications to culture houses also reflect this shift in the understand-
ing of the mission of the buildings themselves. Dignified marble interiors 
with works of art that were supposed to uplift and ‘enlighten’ everyday lives 
seem excessively austere or pedantic. Expensive materials are thus replaced 
with cheap ones, muted tones are painted over with pastel colours, glass or 
stone mosaics can be covered with plasterboard, and works of art seem ‘in-
appropriate’ in such spaces. Contemporary demand does not only include 
economic efficiency but practicalities such as insulation or PVC windows, 
despite the fact that these buildings have operated without them for gener-
ations. Additionally, the label of culture houses as ‘communist’ makes them 
susceptible to ‘decommunisation’, followed by ‘humanisation’.

The aforementioned modest culture house designed by Jiří Kroha for the 
village of Mnich in 1947 and built in 1950 has been part of a national cultural 
monument protected zone since 1980 and a cultural monument itself since 
2020. The locals are not happy about this: “It doesn’t seem like a good move. 
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I don’t like the house, it’s a communist building. I mainly don’t agree with 
this because they won’t let us install new windows in the kindergarten now,” 
says the principal of a kindergarten that operates in the building nowadays. 
She continues: “One side of the building has new PVC windows, while the 
other side still has old windows.”28 Again, ideological reasoning (a “commu-
nist building”, even though it was designed in 1947 before the communist 
party took power) is combined with practically-oriented demands that can 
justify any kind of modification.

In the broader perspective, the belief that shared cultural facilities could 
serve the local community declined. Culture houses were also discredited af-
ter 1989 because they were considered rooted in communist ideology, which 
preferred the collective over the individual. In 1989, many culture houses 
were popular meeting places, but they could also be perceived as bastions 
of conservative culture and remnants of socialist enlightenment. The archi-
tecture of these buildings could then purposefully be interpreted as proof of 
this rigidity, although some of the buildings were very progressive at the time 
they were built. One such example is the culture house in Kolín, which serves 
as a case study.

“THE CONCRETE BOX THE ‘COMRADES’ BUILT”

The municipal government planned to fill an empty plot left after the demol-
ishing of the local Workers’ House on the corner of historic Kolín square 
by the early 1950s. City officials intended to build a cultural facility, but the 
project was not developed until after the mid-1960s. At that time, the wave 
of Socialist Realism in architecture had long subsided; even the architectural 
profession had begun to debate issues that could be called postmodern ideas. 
In the Czech context, architects debated on how to interpolate new buildings 
into the context of the structure of the historical city. However, the possibili-
ty of using historical elements or quotations as the American postmodernists 
did still remained out of their scope. According to author Radim Dejmal,29 in 
a study from 1967–68, his team mainly examined “finding the right propor-

28	 https://trebicsky.denik.cz/zpravy_region/hlavni-dopravni-tepna-monarchie-i-pripominka-komunistu-vysoci-
na-ma-nove-pamatky.html.

29	 Radim Dejmal (1927–1993) in cooperation with J. Ontl, B. Heinová, and Júlia Kunovská.
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tions, silhouettes, and expression of the new building, directly connected to 
the beautiful Neo-Renaissance volume and facades of the old town hall.” The 
slope of the land was also a challenge as the plot descends sharply to the river 
after a short plateau. The author decided to respect the existing street line to-
wards the square; on the side facing the river, the mass of the building almost 
copies the older buildings, but it is supplemented by cascades of observation 
terraces. The large glazed area of ​​the main hall is also oriented towards the 
river. This dominant mass, projecting from the façade and contrasting with 
the historic buildings, not only offers views of the opposite bank of the river 
from the main hall of the culture house, but works as a clear hallmark of the 
contemporary architecture of the time when viewed from the river, a compo-
sitional contrast to the older houses. Likewise, the façade facing the square 
– breaking through openings, receding from the street line, divided by glass 
bay windows while maintaining a horizontal arrangement corresponding to 
the older buildings – clearly shows contemporary thinking about the possi-
bilities of placing the new building in the historic city centre (Fig. 3e).

Fig. 3e. Culture house in Kolín, street-facing facade, next to the neo-Renaissance town hall. Source: Architektura ČSR 
(Praha), 35/1, 1976.
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For access to the halls and lounges of the culture house itself, a transverse 
passage was built next to the neo-Renaissance town hall. The ascent to the 
upper floors leads through a glass cube partially sunken into the courtyard of 
the town hall – visitors essentially pass through the historic courtyard as they 
climb to the halls above (Fig. 3f). 

This contextual element makes the culture house in Kolín one of the most inter-
esting at the turn of 1970s in the former Czechoslovakia. The original concept 
incorporated large windows as well as some glass partition walls – historical 
photographs show the entire interior as a bright, purely modern, well-arranged 
space. The quality of the works of art and their involvement in the interior of 
the building is by no means exceptional, but certainly not worthless (Fig. 3g).

Fig. 3f. Culture house in Kolín, sta-
ircase cube, partially sunken into 
the courtyard of the neo-Renai-
ssance town hall. Source: Architek-
tura ČSR (Praha), 35/1, 1976.
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Fig. 3g. Culture house in Kolín, interior. Source: Architektura ČSR (Praha), 35/1, 1976.

Recently, this culture house has suffered numerous ‘injuries’, which are 
unfortunately very typical for the contemporary approach to these hous-
es. Some are perhaps justified by the all-pervasive argument of economics, 
while others are completely useless. The house was insulated – the glass and 
frames were replaced, the house was ‘cleansed’ of its original plasticity by 
the removal of its balconies. The modification of the facade is related to the 
modification of the interiors, which lost their bright character. Dark blue and 
orange were chosen for the new ‘image’ of the house. The modern interior 
design reflects a typical phenomenon that can be described as ‘decommu-
nization through humanization’. Although communism proclaimed the vic-
tory of the working people, it often produced buildings that were modern 
and sober, far removed from the aesthetic preferences of the people. Today, 
therefore, these interiors are being ‘humanized’30 through the introduction 
of popular elements – vibrant paints, Mexican sombreros, wooden slats, and 
rustic chairs (Fig. 3h, 3i, 3j). 

30	 The word humanizace (humanization) is commonly used in Czech, especially in the case of housing estates, 
where the ‘inhuman’ environment is changed mainly through painting the facades of the panel houses with 
bright, cheerful colours.
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Fig. 3h. Details from the culture 
house in Kolín. Photo: Oskar Helcel, 
Martin Netočný, 2019.

Fig. 3i. Details from the culture house 
in Kolín. Photo: Oskar Helcel, Martin 
Netočný, 2019.
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Fig. 3j. Details from the culture house in Kolín. Photo: Oskar Helcel, Martin Netočný, 2019.

Instead of events celebrating the state and political events or anniversaries, 
erotic balls are held, a current hit in small towns. In a calendar published in 
2014, the director of the culture house calls it “the concrete box next to the 
town hall”, adding “[t]his is what I call the facility the ‘comrades’ so insensi-
tively built right next to the historic town hall.”

PROSPECTS FOR A CULTURAL FUTURE
The political context in which these houses were built is gone, and the strug-
gles of architects to find unique and valuable architectural solutions are being 
forgotten; what remains is the belief that all culture houses are mere products 
of communism, which the Czech lay public associate with post-WWII mod-
ern architecture. There is no room for discussion about their qualities, just as 
there is no room to discuss what type of programmes culture houses should 
offer to locals, or if culture (in the sense of enlightenment, not in the sense of 
entertainment) is still something that a post-socialist society needs.

Surprisingly to the generation of 50+ baby boomers, the younger gener-
ation has begun to admire post-war architecture and considers not only the 



MICHAELA JANEČKOVÁ66

qualities of the architecture itself, but the possibility of building places where 
local communities can gather. In this respect, a future life for these houses is 
still possible.
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The aim of the chapter is to discuss the importance of programmatic texts in un-
derstanding the socio-cultural and political dimensions of architectural typologies, 
specifically multifunctional buildings for education and culture. This chapter analy-
ses the 1943 book Educational Hearths: A handbook for encouraging the founding and 
construction of community centres with halls in Croatia by Croatian architect Alek-
sandar Freudenreich (1892–1974). This is a rare programmatic text on multifunc-
tional buildings for education and culture in the field of Croatian architecture. This 
extensive study provides explanations of and recommendations for various aspects 
of this architectural typology, with a number of example designs for cities and vil-
lages. The analysis raises questions regarding the historical and political context of 
this specific architectural typology, the assumed social role and characteristics of 
these buildings, and their conceptual connections with national and folk culture.

Keywords: programmatic text, architectural typologies, multifunctional buildings 
for education and culture, educational hearths (prosvjetna ognjišta), Aleksandar 
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INTRODUCTION

In 19th and 20th century Croatia, numerous, diverse buildings and complex-
es for education and culture were built in both urban and rural areas. Con-
struction intensified from the late 19th century to the mid-20th century; the 
second half of the 20th century saw the creation of a broad network of these 
buildings, constructed according to individual designs and typified projects. 
Their construction and function were closely tied to political and socio-cul-
tural circumstances and needs, and were defined by the cultural policy of the 
time.1 The specificities of particular political systems influenced their intent, 
social role, names, architectural and urban design, and other characteristics.2 
Despite significant architectural and construction activity tied to this specif-
ic, important architectural typology, multifunctional buildings for education 
and culture are still a poorly researched part of Croatian architecture. Only 
a few buildings have been researched, and even less is known about the his-
torical circumstances surrounding their creation, the relationship between 
cultural policy and construction in certain historical periods, and the works 
of particular architects. Thus, texts by contemporary authors examining and 
affirming the typology’s development, analysing particular structures or 
complexes, describing architectural design or construction principles – in 
short, anything that might lead to a better understanding of the role of these 
structures in a specific historical and socio-political context – are even rarer. 

The work of architect Aleksandar Freudenreich (1892–1974) is import-
ant in examining these topics in the Croatian context. His fruitful, versatile 
work across a few decades and in different political systems provides insight 
into the socio-cultural and political dimensions of the architectural produc-
tion of the time. He designed a number of multifunctional buildings for 
education and culture in urban and rural areas, and published professional 

1	 The areas within Croatia’s modern borders were split between several state/political entities in the 19th and 
20th centuries. From 1868 to 1918, Croatian regions were part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. In 1918, 
the State of Slovenes, Croats, and Serbs was briefly established, followed by the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, 
and Slovenes. In 1929, the country was renamed to the Kingdom of Yugoslavia, with the Banovina of Croatia 
as its constituent part (from 1939 until 1941). From 1941 to 1945, the Croatian territories were part of 
the Independent State of Croatia, a Nazi puppet state. In 1943, the antifascist Federal State of Croatia was 
established. In 1945, the People’s Republic of Croatia was established as a part of the Federal People’s Re-
public of Yugoslavia. Both entities were renamed in 1963 (Socialist Republic of Croatia and Socialist Federal 
Republic of Yugoslavia). In 1990, after the collapse of communism, the Republic of Croatia was established as 
an independent state.

2	 For more on this topic, see Galjer and Lončar 2019, Konstantinović 2014.
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texts about them. His 1943 book Prosvjetna ognjišta: priručnik za poticanje 
na građenje, osnivanje i izgradnju družtvenih domova s dvoranama u Hrvatskoj 
(Educational Hearths: A handbook for encouraging the founding and construc-
tion of community centres with halls in Croatia) stands out in its breadth and 
complexity. This was the first complete programmatic work in the field of 
Croatian architecture dedicated entirely to multifunctional buildings for ed-
ucation and culture; it remains one of the rare books of its kind even today.

Some segments of Freudenreich’s work have been researched (cf. Galović 
2002a, 2002c, 2002d, 2009, Karač and Šimičić 2007, Limani 2009, Lončar 
2012, 2014, Šimunović 1972, Živković 1992, etc.).3 However, a critical 
reading of his texts connecting various fields of work with architectural pro-
duction is still lacking (cf. Galović 2002d, Lončar 2012, 2014: 363–399, 
434–489). The purpose of the current research is to direct attention towards 
Freudenreich’s texts, especially the book Educational Hearths, and to hight-
light the importance of programmatic texts for an understanding of various 
aspects of architectural work and this specific architectural typology by con-
sidering a few topics. 

The paper provides a brief introduction to Aleksandar Freudenreich’s 
work and basic information about his book. It then analyses the author’s in-
terpretation of the purpose and role of these structures and their naming, 
his interpretation of the need for structures to be multifunctional, of the 
need for architectural design to accommodate to the characteristics and 
circumstances of the local environment, and thus to differentiate between 
urban and rural architecture. The chapter provides a few select examples of 
Freudenreich’s projects directly connected to the analysed texts. These topics 
raise issues regarding the breadth of and interrelation between his areas of 
work, indicating the need to observe longer periods of time and political sys-
tems to track (dis)continuity in ideas and practices related to multifunctional 
buildings for education and culture, as well as the connection between archi-
tectural typologies and (the design of) architecture with the socio-cultural 
and political context.

3	 Art historian Silvia Limani also researched designs of community centres with halls. In 2008/2009, inspired 
by the 50th anniversary of Zaprešić Public Open University, she organised an exhibition entitled “Architect 
Aleksandar Freudenreich and Houses of Culture”, for which an exhibition catalogue was printed. It provides 
information on the work of Aleksandar Freudenreich, including his work on the design of community centres 
and a review of Educational Hearths. This publication also includes a valuable list and summaries of 50 selected 
community centres built between 1919 and 1966.
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ARCHITECTURAL DESIGN, THEATRE, AND RURAL 
VERNACULAR ARCHITECTURE IN THE WORK OF 
ARCHITECT ALEKSANDAR FREUDENREICH

Architect Aleksandar Freudenreich was one of the most prolific, versatile 
Croatian architects of the 20th century.4 Three fields of his work considered 
vital to his interest in multifunctional buildings for education and culture 
will be emphasised: architectural work, theatre work, and interest in the rural 
space, architecture and folk culture.

Aleksandar Freudenreich worked in various offices, state bodies, and insti-
tutes throughout his decades of active work in the field of architecture, realis-
ing numerous collaborations with architects and other experts. He graduated 
from the civil engineering school in 1911 and earned a degree in architecture 
in 1930; he began his work in the field of architecture in 1911. He designed a 
large number of architectural projects. Sources note around 500 projects, 300 
of which were realised (Živković 1992: 6, Premerl et al. 1998: 456–457). He 
also designed and built a number of buildings in Croatia’s capital of Zagreb, as 
well as in numerous other urban and rural areas in Croatia. He designed vari-
ous buildings: churches, schools, savings banks, community centres, theatres, 
family homes, blocks of flats, etc.; he also worked on numerous adaptations of 
existing buildings. He also did other types of work, e.g. monuments, scenog-
raphy, interiors, mausoleums, etc. (Živković 1992: 6). From 1927 to WWII, 
he participated in the construction of model farms and community centres 
(Šimunović 1972: 2, Živković 1992: 5). His work is marked by changes in 
style, including art deco, a synthesis of functionality and traditional forms (es-
pecially in his family homes), and works with a modernist character (Premerl 
et al. 1998: 456–457). He designed buildings inspired by local and regional 
building traditions (Lončar 2014: 363–399). 

In addition to the field of architecture, he excelled in the field of theatrical 
work.5 He worked as an artistic director of theatre groups, playwright, actor, 
and director (Šimunović 1972: 2). He is credited with organising amateur 

4	 For a more detailed biography and list of works, see Lončar 2014: 363–399, 434–489. 
5	 His interest in the theatre is tied to a long family tradition. Since the 18th century, the Freudenreich family 

produced a number of eminent theatre artists who worked in Zagreb, including actors, writers, educators, 
opera singers, directors, and intendants. For more on this topic, see: Batušić 1972.
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cultural activities in Croatia (Premerl 2005: 124). He held acting and direct-
ing courses and wrote plays, short stories, texts for stage performances, canta-
tas and trifles with themes from folk life; he also wrote theoretical articles, dis-
cussions on theatre and the promotion of amateur theatre (Matz 1972: 207, 
Premerl et al. 1998: 457, Šimunović 1972: 2). He authored several profes-
sional theatrical works, including Acting: a professional manual for the ideology 
and practical application of Croatian folk acting (1934), Theatre for the People: 
Towards the reform of the Croatian National Theatre (1940), and a Croatian 
translation of K.S. Stanislavski’s An Actor’s Work (in manuscript) (Premerl et 
al. 1998: 457). He was also active in the Croatian Sokol movement,6 where he 
founded an amateur theatre group, which later developed into the Croatian 
Volunteer Theatre Network (Hr. Matica hrvatskih kazališnih dragovoljaca, 
1926–1941) (Hrvatska enciklopedija 2021b). He served as intendant of the 
Croatian National Theatre in Zagreb from 1940 to 1941.

Freudenreich spent decades researching and documenting rural vernac-
ular (folk) architecture7 in various parts of Croatia, publishing two books on 
the topic: The People Build on Bare Karst (1962) and How the People Build: ob-
servations, photographs, and drawings by the architect (1972), as well as a series 
of journal articles, mostly published in the 1950s and 1960s (Lončar 2014: 
363–399, 434–489). He remains one of the most significant, most influential 
researchers and authors in this field in Croatia. For several decades, he was 
connected in numerous ways with the field of Croatian ethnology, ethnol-
ogists, and researchers of rural vernacular (folk) architecture and housing 
in Croatia and abroad.8 While working in the People’s Republic of Croatia’s 
Ministry of Construction, he participated in the renovation of destroyed vil-
lages in Croatia, to which end he toured Croatia’s regions of Lika, Kordun, 
Psunj, and Papuk, collecting documentation to renovate these settlements 
(Šimunović 1972: 1; Gušić 1975: 551).

6	 Sokol was an organisation founded in Croatia in 1874 after the Czech Sokol (Hrvatska enciklopedija 2021a). 
7	 The concept relates to structures built for residential, agricultural, and other needs of rural residents, tied 

to the environmental and cultural context, available resources, and traditional technologies. In the Croatian 
language, the most commonly used terms are narodna, pučka, folklorna (folk) / ruralna (rural), seoska (village), 
seljačka (peasant) / tradicijska, predajna (traditional) arhitektura (architecture) / graditeljstvo (building). In the 
international context, the concept vernacular architecture is often used. For more on this topic, see: Lončar 
2014: 16–22.

8	  From the 1950s to the early 1970s, he was continuously present in Croatian ethnological journals. He was a 
member of the Croatian Folklorist Association; he also participated in twelve congresses of Yugoslav folklore 
associations, where he presented works on the topic of folk architecture (Šimunović 1972: 2).



SANJA LONČAR 72

These three areas of Freudenreich’s work overlap in his decades of interest 
in multifunctional buildings for education and culture. He deeply analysed 
these buildings because of his (family) connection to the theatre, his practi-
cal experience in theatre work, and his solid knowledge of rural areas and folk 
culture, as well as his connection to activities to improve living conditions in 
rural areas. His interest in this architectural typology resulted in numerous 
projects, buildings, and theoretical reflections. In 1919, he began to design 
multi-purpose buildings with stages and auditoriums, which were referred 
to by different names during various periods and political systems: in the in-
terbellum, they were called Croatian houses (hrvatski domovi); during WWII, 
they were called educational hearths (prosvjetna ognjišta); after WWII, they 
were called cooperative centres (zadružni domovi), educational houses (prosv-
jetni domovi), workers’ houses (radnički domovi), or houses of culture (domovi 
kulture).9 In addition to numerous texts on theatre work and folk architec-
ture, his texts on educational hearths from 1942 and 1943 are notewor-
thy. His most comprehensive, most complex work is a 1943 book entitled 
Educational Hearths: A handbook for encouraging the founding and construction 
of community centres with halls in Croatia, whose selected topics will serve as 
the basis for the analysis to follow.

9	 Freudenreich’s complete oeuvre has not been researched, and it is thus difficult to identify all of his projects for 
this type of building to any degree of certainty. He designed the following buildings: Croatian house in Vukovar 
(1919), Gaj’s house in Krapina (1923), Croatian house in Karlovac (1926), Croatian house in Đakovo (1927), 
Croatian house in Ivanić Grad (1927), Croatian Sokol house in Daruvar (1929), Croatian house in Garešnica 
(1929), Community centre and chapel in Horvati, Zagreb (1929), Children’s house of the Croatian Sokol 
Association in Šilo, Krk (1926–1927), Croatian peasant educational house in Ladanj Donji (1938), Croatian 
house in Đelekovac (1939), Croatian house in Nova Gradiška (1936–1940), Fire department in Sisak (1941), 
Croatian house in Komin (1941), renovation of the Croatian reading room in Kreševo, Bosnia and Herzegovina 
(1941–1942), renovation of the Croatian peasant reading rooms in Kneginec (1943), expansion of the Croa-
tian house in Virovitica (1942), Educational hearth in Đurđevac (1942), Educational hearth in Bedenica (1942), 
Educational hearth in Kašina (1942), Croatian house in Hrtkovci, Serbia (1942), Educational hearth in Mala 
Mlaka (1942), Educational hearth in Velika Mlaka (1942), Educational hearth in Velika Kopanica (1942), reno-
vation of the Educational hearth in Gradići (1943), Educational hearth in Gračani, Zagreb (1943), Educational 
hearth in Vuka (1943), Croatian educational hearth in Jasenovac (1943–44), Cooperative centre in Delnice 
(1947–48)), Workers’ house in Vrbnik on Krk (1947), Educational house in Skrad (1947–1952), Educational 
house in Volavje (1947), House of culture in Sveti Ivan Zelina (1947), Cooperative centre in Križevci (1948), 
House of culture in Metković (1941, 1948), House of culture in Našice (1948), House of culture in Rogi 
(1948), Cooperative centre in Hlebine (1948), Mountain lodge in Velika (1950), House of culture in Županja 
(1950), House of culture in Petrinja (1951), House of culture in Vodice (1950–51), House of culture in Pod-
sused, Zagreb (1953), House of culture in Slavonski Brod (1952), House of culture in Čazma (1950s), renova-
tion of the House of culture in Krapina (1949–1956), House of culture in Slatina (1953–1956), renovation of 
the House of culture in Pregrada (1954), House of culture in Zaprešić (1954–1966) (Freudenreich 1943: 276, 
Limani 2009: 45, Lončar 2014: 363–399, 434–489, Premerl et al 1998: 456–457, Premerl 2005: 124).
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EDUCATIONAL HEARTHS: “A HOME OR HEARTH FOR ALL”

Educational Hearths: A handbook for encouraging the founding and construction 
of community centres with halls in Croatia (hereinafter: Educational Hearths) 
was published in Zagreb in 194310 by the Independent State of Croatia’s Min-
istry of People’s Education, General Directorate for General People’s Edu-
cation in Zagreb. A year earlier, Freudenreich explained the context of this 
state undertaking in a text published in Prosvjetni život (En. Education Life) 
journal. Publishing “a professional book on the construction of educational 
hearths understandable to laymen”, in addition to creating legal frameworks 
and provisions and providing financial and professional support, was one of 
the directions in which the aforementioned state body was developing its 
activities in order to “raise properly built educational homes” (Freudenreich 
1942: 169). At the time of writing, Croatian cities, towns, and villages began 
to show interest in building community centres; considering the lack of such 
structures at the time, the book was to serve as a handbook and an aid to raise 
quality in this endeavour. Freudenreich considered community centres with 
halls important community buildings; their construction, which was both a 
technical and artistic issue, was thus relevant for consideration. His goal in 
this area was to show the state of community centres with halls at the time 
and indicate directions for future work in the area (ibid. 28–29). Inspired by 
foreign (German, Czech, Swedish) professional literature on the theatre and 
theatre building, acoustics, architecture, and art in general, as well as domes-
tic literature, legal acts, and examples of buildings, Freudenreich’s book ex-
plains a series of topics useful to the design and construction of community 
centres with halls.11 The idea to build educational hearths must be observed 

10	 The book has 347 pages, not including thanks (written by the author), foreword (written by architect Edo 
Šen), and table of contents. It consists of eighteen units: “I. Experience and space”, ” II. Desires and reali-
ty”, “III. Incentive for construction”, “IV. Who should build an educational hearth”, “V. Construction site”, 
“VI. Construction schedule”, “VII. Economic foundations”, “VIII. Construction”, “IX. Designing educational 
hearths”, “X. Description of the premises”, “XI. Building components”, “XII. Gardens, playgrounds, training 
grounds, and summer stages ”, “XIII. On the organization of a company, cooperative, joint stock company, 
and foundation”, “XIV. Fire insurance”, “XV. Drafts of established or constructed buildings with halls in Cro-
atia”, “XVI. Glossary of common foreign words and professional terms”, “XVII. Actual content”, and “XVIII. 
Sources”. The book includes drawings (situation plans, perspective drawings, floor plans, cross sections) and 
photographs. 

11	 He provides detailed explanations of various aspects and steps to be followed. Among other things, he 
describes the manner in which the legal entity should be founded, the purchase of construction sites and 
transfer of ownership, the drafting of a construction schedule and selection of experts for drafting and 
sketching, the drafting of an economic basis for raising funds, methods for evaluating sketches, ordering 
drafts, budgeting costs, competitions, entrusting construction to builders and craftsmen, etc.
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within the framework of the state order at the time, which controlled educa-
tion and culture and used it to promote particular activities and ideas, includ-
ing literacy and content connected with Croatian folk culture, the Croatian 
language, family values, etc.12

Freudenreich explains that community centres with halls are important 
buildings that must contribute to the development of social life, becoming a 
“focal point of cultural and educational work in each region” (Freudenreich 
1943: 27). Community centres thus ensure the necessary spatial framework 
for various “educational events” (e.g. lectures, exhibitions, libraries, concerts, 
social events, sound films, etc.) used to spread knowledge and culture among 
the people in an organised fashion. These spaces were supposed to enable 
residents of Croatia’s rural areas a more fruitful social life and free, strength-
en, and encourage their creative abilities (ibid. 108). He vividly state that 
these buildings should be “hives of enthusiastic, serious, diligent educational 
workers” (Freudenreich 1942: 170). The name educational hearth is a kind 
of analogy to hearths in the home.13 Educational hearths were an important 
factor in the cultural life of the Croatian people as a whole, which necessitat-
ed their construction throughout the country.14 On the other hand, they had 
“local significance”, and were perceived as “centres of spiritual and cultural 
work…in settlements and surrounding areas”. Freudenreich saw educational 
hearth buildings as an immensely important cultural factor in folk life; he 
referred to the work of numerous experts on these buildings as “a labour for 
the people” full of “patriotic zeal, enthusiasm, and sacrifice” (ibid. 275). 

For these buildings to be used by as many people as possible, and thus 
truly become the “home or hearth of all citizens”, they had to be designed 

12	 Although architectural activity in Croatia was reduced during World War II, it still took place in many areas. 
Architectural competitions were held, new projects were designed and implemented, and written works 
were published. Construction work was mostly carried out at state initiative. Various buildings were built 
(hospitals, post offices, schools) and work on communal infrastructure was undertaken. Large investments 
were made into educational buildings, workers’ settlements, etc. For example, during 1941 and 1943, 
three hundred public schools were built; in Zagreb, several university faculty buildings were completed 
(Neidhardt 2009: 14, Galović 2009: 175, 181, 191, Lončar 2014: 352–354).

13	 The Croatian word ognjište can mean (the only) place in a house where an open fire can be made around 
which the family gathers; it can also be a synonym for ‘kitchen’. In the figurative sense, it suggests one’s 
birthplace, home, or homeland. 

14	 Freudenreich mentioned that the earlier construction of Croatian houses was a “thorn in the side” of 
regional governments, and was carried out without the support of authorities (Freudenreich 1943: 108). 
Thanks to his experience, he believed educational hearths should be built throughout Croatia in order to 
successfully harmonise “the numerous external forms of our indigenous material culture with centuries-old 
achievements and forms of the internal spiritual culture of the Croatian people” (ibid. 108).
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according to the needs of the community, the abilities and feelings of the 
residents of the town or village where they were built. Freudenreich thus 
believed the interest, encouragement, and resources to build educational 
hearths should come from the community in order to ensure they were built 
and used properly (ibid. 74). Construction should have been encouraged 
by local educational societies, local councils of educational organisations, 
or other groups of educational workers (ibid. 31),15 while funds to build 
should have been collected in the area the educational hearth would serve  
(ibid. 74).

THE MULTIFUNCTIONALITY, SIZE, AND LOCATION OF 
EDUCATIONAL HEARTHS AS A REFLECTION OF THE 
NEEDS OF THE COMMUNITY AND THE IMPORTANCE  
OF THE BUILDING

Due to the small number of buildings and spaces built to satisfy the needs of 
various “educational events”, one space or building must be built that can ac-
commodate various needs and purposes (Freudenreich 1943: 20).16 Freud-
enreich considered the construction of a single building to meet different 
functions a kind of compromise justified by economic reasons. Examples of 
this are historical buildings that served multiple needs (theatres and dance 
halls), and halls with an included stage as were built in the early decades of 
the 20th century in European and Croatian cities (ibid. 20). He notes the lo-
cal example of a building that served at least eleven purposes: theatre plays, 
concerts, silent or sound films, lectures, dance, parties, exercise, receptions, 
arts exhibitions, flower shows, and agricultural product fairs (ibid. 23–25).

15	 He recommended that the construction of educational hearths and the necessary funds could be provid-
ed by: (1) municipalities; (2) local educational societies (e.g. Croatian reading rooms, the Croatian Singing 
Society, branches of the “Napredak” Croatian cultural society, branches of “Seljačka sloga”, the Society of 
Theatre Volunteers, fire brigades, etc.); (3) communities of local educational associations that would found 
a separate association, committee, cooperative, or foundation, (4) locals who join together in a separate 
association, committee, cooperative, or foundation (Freudenreich 1943: 31). He also described the advan-
tages of certain cases.

16	 He points to four main groups of uses: (I) halls for events, with good visibility and acoustics; (II) halls for 
assemblies, ceremonies, and exhibitions; (III) halls for exercise; (IV) halls that can satisfy all these purposes.
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Freudenreich emphasises the key requirement that educational hearth 
buildings must be in accordance with the demands of the society for which 
it is being built, as well as with the shape and position of the building plot 
(ibid. 47). The selection of necessary spaces depends on numerous factors, 
especially the purpose and goals of the society building the structure, as well 
as special needs or desires (ibid. 56). He notes a group of spaces required 
by all educational hearths,17 as well as data necessary to decide on the build-
ing layout.18 The number, type, and size of other spaces is defined according 
to the size of the main space (ibid. 57). According to size, he divides edu-
cational hearths into four basic groups: (1) small educational hearths, (2) 
medium educational hearths, (3) large educational hearths, and (4) very 
large educational hearths (ibid. 58–59) (Fig. 4a-4d); he also provides de-
tailed instructions, advice, and regulations on each individual element of the 
building.19

17	 He notes (a) transit spaces or anterooms with side rooms; (b) halls and social spaces with side rooms; (c) a 
stage with side spaces; (d) spaces for special purposes. 

18	 He lists data on the building site, population, building materials, method of building, and necessary spaces.
19	 He notes (A) transit spaces or anterooms with side rooms; 1. Main entrance, 2. Vestibule, 3. Portico or 

entry hall, 4. Loggia for doorman, 5. Cashier, 6. Clothing storage room, 7. Stairs, 8. Foyer, 9. Promenoir, 
10. Toilets; (B) Halls and social spaces with side rooms; (a) Group: large halls: 11. Large hall, A. Benches, 
B. Regular chairs, C. Fixed rows of folding seats, 12. Buffet, 13. Pantry, 14. Drink buffet, 15. Drink storage 
area, 16. Room for cinema equipment, 17. Chair and table storage, 18. Rehearsal room, 19. Management 
office, 20. Doctor’s room, 21. Social room, 22. Meeting room; (b) Group: small halls, 23. Small or concert 
hall, 24. Artists’ room, 25. Musical instrument storage, 26. Exercise hall, 27. Changing room, 28. Washba-
sins, 29. Rooms for the physical culture association, 30. Equipment storage, (C) Stage with side rooms, 31. 
Stage entrance, 32. Loggia for doorman, 33. Anteroom, 34. Staircase, 35. Dressing room for actors, 36. 
Temporary (improvised) stage, 37. Permanent stage, I.a) Floor of permanent stage, B) Trapdoor, c) Prompt 
box, II. Stage portal with curtains, III. Apron, IV. Catwalk, a) Apron, IV. Catwalk, a) Fly system b) Working 
gallery, V. Fire suppression equipment, VI. Stage lighting equipment, A. Top lighting, B. Stage frame lighting, 
C. Soffit lighting, D. Side lighting, E. Bottom front lighting, 38. Side and background stages, 39. Orchestra, 
40. Room for musicians, 41. Organ room, 42. Decoration storage, 42. Accessory storage, 44. Equipment 
storage, 45. Clothing storage, 46. Electrical machine and equipment storage, 47. Workshops, 48. Firemen’s 
room, 49. Technical staff room, 50. Drawing room, 51. Painting room, D) Spaces for special purposes, 52. 
Library and reading room, 53. Coffee house and pub, 54. Apartments, 55. Central heating, 56. Fuel storage, 
57. Wood shed, 58. Boiler room. Freudenreich states that he drafted the regulations according to a 1938 
book published in Berlin as there were no regulations in Croatia at that time (ibid. 109).
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Fig. 4a. Schema of a small 
educational hearth. Source: 
Freudenreich 1943: 58.

Fig. 4b. Schema of a medium educa-
tional hearth. Source: Freudenreich 
1943: 60.
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Fig. 4c. Schema of a large 
educational hearth. Source: 
Freudenreich 1943: 58.

Fig. 4d. Schema of a very 
large educational hearth. 
Source: Freudenreich 1943: 
58.
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As educational hearth buildings were important buildings, the “centre of 
spiritual life and cultural work in a given area”, Freudenreich emphasises that 
the building plot must be in an important, prominent position, such as the 
centre of a city or town, on a large square or promenade, or at the intersec-
tion of main thoroughfares (ibid. 34). Educational hearth buildings should 
be more imposing and larger than other buildings, and their appearance must 
give special significance and importance to these buildings “that serve the 
spiritual culture of the people” (ibid. 34).20

The instructions and advice provided betray the author’s knowledge, gar-
nered from his own experience in theatre work, his knowledge of current 
architectural practice in rural areas, and his knowledge of the natural charac-
teristics and demands of building in various parts of Croatia. 

EDUCATIONAL HEARTHS IN CITIES VS. EDUCATIONAL 
HEARTHS IN VILLAGES

Freudenreich was aware that strict rules, regulations, or instructions in build-
ing any structure – including educational hearths – cannot exist. However, 
he lists a number of architectural and aesthetic principles for their design. 
They were to be designed and built according to modern architectural princi-
ples and with respect for the principles of harmony, peace, and order (Freud-
enreich 1943: 105, 107). Freudenreich explains that the educational hearth 
should serve as a “work of art”, and that this can be achieved through “simple, 
well-coordinated building composition/material; the beauty of the bulk of 
the building, its connection with its surroundings, and its sensitive, secure 
interpolation into existing buildings; good proportions and harmony among 
all parts; correct scale, outlines, and static expression; a harmonious order of 
spaces, good lighting; the proportionality of the exterior with the interior, 
the clear and organic inclusion of all building details” (ibid. 101). 

20	 He provides a number of tips for site selection, explaining them in detail: (1) artistic (urban, architectural, 
aesthetic), (2) practical (with regard to traffic), (3) safety (fire hazards), (4) economic (purchase price, cost 
of construction and equipment), (5) technical (suitability of the shape and position of the construction site 
for a good foundation) (Freudenreich 1943: 34). He also described numerous examples of constructed or 
founded houses according to their floor plan and placement on the site.
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His thoughts on designing structures for the rural environment are note-
worthy. Freudenreich believes that buildings in villages are deserving of spe-
cial care and attention, as their construction “involves the ethnographic, cul-
tural, aesthetic, and technical fields”, representing more an architectural and 
artistic problem than a technical one (ibid. 75, 105). He actualises the need 
to differentiate urban architecture from rural architecture, and as a result, dif-
ferentiates between two types of building: educational hearths in cities (“city 
houses”) and educational hearths in villages (“village houses”), which differ 
in their design, building materials, and construction techniques. 

Freudenreich explains that, when building educational hearths in cities, 
the architect should be given unlimited freedom, while certain restrictions 
must be imposed on the architect in creative work when building in villages. 
Educational hearths in cities should be “harmonized, arranged, and adapted 
to the present, modern views of life and the world, as well as modern tech-
nical achievements”, while rural buildings should be “adapted to what the 
Croatian people created as an original expression of Croatian architectural 
composition and form” (ibid. 29). Freudenreich believes that every “sensi-
tive creator”, if he loves his people, will “respect and appreciate works the 
people have created” (ibid. 105). He then calls upon architects not to intro-
duce “foreign building forms” or “poor copies of urban building” into vil-
lages, as they are “foreign to the national spirit and feelings” and tarnish the 
“original building forms of the Croatian village” (ibid. 56, 105). According 
to Freudenreich, “foreign forms” and “bad copies” are created by those who 
know and copy European architecture, but who either are unfamiliar with or 
despise the building traditions and forms of their own people.

Freudenreich believes that “Croatian folk building forms”, despite their 
“artistic and national value” (ibid. 105), have gone unnoted and neglected 
in cultural life. Building forms in the village developed over centuries, repre-
senting a “collective artistic form of expression” “conditioned by the imple-
mentation of certain materials, adaptation to the region, and the shared desire 
to enrich and improve living conditions” (ibid. 105). Freudenreich explains 
that the form of a building will differ depending on where it is built and the 
materials used – dependent on “local circumstances”. “In rocky regions, they 
will be built of stone; in the plains, of brick; in cities, with iron and cement; in 
forest regions, with wood, etc.” (ibid. 56). Furthermore, for the outcome to 
be positive, he advises that the construction of educational hearths in villages 
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be left to villagers. They can and should build their own educational house, 
albeit with professional guidance and a good design made by someone famil-
iar with local materials and building methods (ibid. 74). 

However, Freudenreich is not opposed to progress in construction in the 
country – quite the opposite. He is aware that forms of rural building are 
determined by changing conditions, such as the building composition of the 
area, the climate, materials, and general local circumstances (ibid. 106), and 
that they should not be imitated out of “sentimental romanticism”. What has 
already been built should be developed, perfected, and improved according 
to modern building principles (ibid. 106). For example, he cites the use of 
concrete in rural construction as a positive possibility, but also cites negative 
examples of the introduction of “urban” construction, which manifests in the 
use of external, visible, “modern” forms and neglect for improving the quality 
of housing (e.g. humidity, sanitary conditions, etc.). He believes this practice 
should be avoided in buildings used by the entire community, such as educa-
tional hearths. Adjusting to typical regional building forms and connection 
with the surroundings – and thus the preservation of the local environment 
– are principles that appear often in Freudenreich’s texts and practical work 
after WWII as well (Lončar 2014: 343–489).

Freudenreich’s reflections show the influence of ethnological thought 
at the time, the position of the village and village culture in the early 20th 
century in Croatia, and knowledge of infrastructure project undertaken in 
Croatian villages after WWI to improve hygiene and living conditions. In the 
interbellum, village culture and traditions became an important topic in the 
work of numerous different researchers and experts, as well as in political 
activity. The influence of Antun Radić was particularly significant; in the late 
19th century, he hypothesised that two mutually opposed cultures existed – 
rural and urban (cf. Lončar 2014: 57–66).21 This opposition between city and 
village is also apparent in Freudenreich’s differentiation between “artificial 

21	 Antun Radić (1868–1919) was a Croatian writer, translator, publicist, and politician. He founded the Croa-
tian People’s Peasant Party in 1904 with his brother Stjepan Radić. From 1897 to 1901, he served as editor 
of the South Slavic Academy of Sciences and Arts Folk Life and Traditions Proceedings; in 1897, he published 
Foundations for the collection and study of material on folk life. Although he only worked in ethnology briefly, 
this work laid the foundations for Croatian ethnology, decisively influencing generations of collectors and 
interpreters of ethnographic material. It is important to note that Antun Radić incorporated his ethnolog-
ical insight into his party’s cultural and political principles and programme, ensuring a scientific basis to the 
party’s ideology (Supek 1988: 22). Folk culture was considered the only true offshoot of original Croatian 
culture (ibid. 23). His thought was especially incorporated into the work of the Croatian Peasant Party.
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urban building” and “traditional folk building”, which he expounded upon in 
his texts on folk architecture (Freudenreich 1960, Lončar 2014: 444–449). 
Radić’s thought was incorporated into the political activities of the time; it 
also impacted the work of organisations that undertook various activities in 
the rural space in the interbellum – activities to which Freudenreich was tied, 
as he was with individuals who were active and influential in public life at the 
time. Freudenreich’s thoughts and recommendations regarding the impor-
tance of educational hearths to rural areas and residents, as well as regarding 
building and design methods, must thus be examined in relation (continui-
ty) towards ideas and work between the two world wars, especially that of 
the Croatian Peasant Party and the Hygiene Institute and its School of the 
Public Health.22

22	 In the interbellum, educational, cultural, architectural, and other activities intensified in rural areas, especially 
under the influence of the Croatian Peasant Party and the Hygiene Institute with its School of the Public 
Health. The ‘Seljačka sloga’ branch of the Croatian Peasant Party, founded in 1925, played a special role in 
improving conditions in rural areas. Seljačka sloga worked through numerous branches, implementing vari-
ous activities to fight illiteracy (see: Leček and Petrović 2010). For example, it organised social life in villages 
through village choirs, educational parties and lectures, libraries, reading rooms, and village houses, as well 
as founding agricultural and savings cooperatives, aid cooperatives, and mortuaries (see: Ceribašić 2003, 
Leček and Petrović Leš 2010, Leček and Šute 2018). The Croatian Peasant Party (through its organisations 
Seljačka sloga and Gospodarska sloga) encouraged the construction of rural houses (seljački domovi) in rural 
settlements, which were to play the role of cultural meeting places; they were also to be built through the 
collective work of the local population, who were also to finance construction (for more on this, see Leček 
and Šute 2018). Numerous different architectural, promotional, educational, and other activities to im-
prove living conditions in rural areas were implemented by the Hygiene Institute and its School of the Public 
Health, a public health institution founded in 1926 by the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes’ Ministry 
of the People’s Health. Construction work included sanitation works in rural areas, hygiene infrastructure, 
and the development of standardised drafts for sanitary technical buildings, as well as for rural houses of 
various sizes (Lončar 2014: 220–287, 320–335). It is important to note that the Construction Act entered 
into force between the two world wars (1931), regulating rights and obligations in the construction of 
villages. According to this act, construction and sanitary authorities were to create standardised designs for 
rural houses and other structures, as well as technical instructions for their construction. These designs 
were to be made in accordance with climatic conditions, construction materials, and the general needs of 
a given area, and were to be practical and economic to build (s.n. 1931: 175). All buildings for which state 
aid was provided had to be built according to these regulations (s.n. 1931: 175). Aleksandar Freudenreich 
was also connected with Croatian ethnologists. In the interbellum, ethnology was present and recognisable 
in the public thanks to the work of Milovan Gavazzi (1895–1992) and Branimir Bratanić (1910–1986) and 
their connection to the Croatian Peasant Party (see: Leček and Petrović Leš 2010).
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ALEXANDER FREUDENREICH’S PROJECTS FOR 
EDUCATIONAL HEARTHS

Freudenreich considers the examples of existing buildings with halls in Cro-
atia provided in Educational Hearths a “document of the times” and a picture 
of the “state of the culture” (Freudenreich 1943: 273). These should inspire 
consideration of how such buildings should be built in the future (ibid. 273, 
275),23 not serve as “exemplars” to be followed. Freudenreich believes that 
“ideal designs” cannot exist, as each building is different and conditioned by 
different needs; each building has its own independent beginning, develop-
ment, and construction, which are the result of particular local circumstanc-
es such as the region, climate, construction materials, means, goal, etc. (ibid. 
273–274). 

In the foreword, Freudenreich explains that some intended to create stan-
dardised designs for various types of educational hearths (of various sizes), 
which would be adjusted through technical principles and architecturally 
adapted to the region in which the building was being built (ibid. 171). This 
approach was abandoned for a few reasons. There was fear that the construc-
tion of educational houses could be “typified in the same way as unseemly 
railway stations once were” (Freudenreich 1942: 171). Furthermore, stan-
dardised designs could not be adapted to each individual case without cer-
tain changes taking local circumstances into account (the shape and position 
of the building plot, special needs of particular locations). This would mean 
that standardised designs would constantly be changed and accommodated 
to particular, local needs, which would mean that the building would not be 
the result of a single architectural idea, which was necessary in the case of ed-
ucational hearths (Freudenreich 1942). Freudenreich would return to these 
considerations, emphasising that standardised construction was unsuitable 
to village settings.

23	 Not all examples of buildings with halls in Croatia were included due to their number; buildings were also 
left out that were built improperly, as were those for which blueprints were unavailable (Freudenreich 
1943: 274). He himself warned that some of these projects had never been built or were unfinished or 
partially completed.
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Fig. 4e. Croatian house in Karlovac. Design by Freudenreich and Deutsch, architects and builders, 1926. Source: 
Freudenreich 1943: 314.
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Fig. 4f. Đurđevac educational hearth. Design by Aleksandar Freudenreich, 1942. Source: Freudenreich 1943: 307.
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Fig. 4g. Croatian house in Petrinja. Design by Aleksandar Freudenreich, 1951. Source: postcard.

Fig. 4h. Educational hearth, Mala Mla-
ka. Design by Aleksandar Freudenreich, 
1942. Source: Freudenreich 1943: 286.
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Fig. 4i. Educational hearth, Velika Mlaka. Design by Aleksandar Freudenreich, 1942. Source: Freudenreich 1943: 287.
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Fig. 4j. Educational hearth, Bedenica. Design by Aleksandar Freudenreich, 1942. Source: Freudenreich 1943: 289. 
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Throughout a few decades of work, Freudenreich designed numerous proj-
ects for buildings with halls in urban and rural areas.24 The examples chosen 
here show how Freudenreich applied his reflections on the need to differenti-
ate between urban and rural educational hearths to his own designs. Projects 
for Karlovac (1926), Đurđevac (1942), and Petrinja (1951) (Fig. 4e-4g) 
were designs for urban settlements; the projects for Mala Mlaka, Velika Mla-
ka, and Bedenica (Fig. 4h-4j) were designs for central Croatian rural settle-
ments. He elaborated upon some of these designs in earlier texts (Freuden-
reich 1942), explaining that he had made them in accordance with modern 
building principles, as well as “with the architectural character of the region 
and locality” (Freudenreich 1942: 173). These examples of Freudenreich’s 
projects for educational hearths show his knowledge of folk architecture in 
Croatia and the characteristics of its regions, as well as local differences in 
particular (micro-)regions. Furthermore, they also show how he adjusted 
his proposals to local circumstances, the environment, and typical building 
forms of a given village or region. The examples from Mala Mlaka, Velika 
Mlaka, and Bedenica show that these ‘adjustments’ involved the number of 
floors, typical (semi-pitched) roof designs, the shape and size of window and 
door openings, porticos, and stairways, typical (decorative) details, and the 
use of local building materials.

Most of Freudenreich’s projects for educational hearths went unbuilt, 
likely due to war circumstances. Despite this, his thoughts and projects raise 
important issues on the architectural design of community centres with halls 
in rural spaces, which were continually built throughout the 20th century. 
After 1950, a large number of these buildings (people's houses, community 
centres, etc.) were built in Croatia, usually according to standardised designs, 
without any connection to local or regional architectural characteristics. This 
resulted in a break with the practice that had existed between the two world 
wars of designing public buildings for rural settlements in accordance with 
local and regional characteristics (Lončar 2014). Considering the connec-
tion between this architectural production, state bodies, and cultural policy, 
there is a need for further research and comparative analysis. 

24	 Cf. footnote 9.
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CONCLUSION

Multifunctional buildings for education and culture are still a weakly re-
searched area within Croatian architecture. The insight presented here into 
a small segment of the work of architect Aleksandar Freudenreich affirms 
the need to study the works of individual architects who were dedicated to 
multifunctional complexes, buildings, and institutions for education and cul-
ture. It also affirms the need to research individual realized and unrealized 
projects and buildings, the historical context of their creation, and their place 
within the opus of particular architects and broader cultural policy. It is im-
portant to critically read, understand, and interpret written works, including 
professional and scientific texts, lay texts, and programmatic texts of various 
forms. Everything mentioned here is necessary for an interpretation of the 
socio-cultural and political dimensions of architectural typology in a given 
historical and political context.

Through his years of work, Aleksandar Freudenreich produced a diverse 
body of work, especially in architectural design, theatre work, and the re-
search and protection of historical buildings, especially folk architecture. 
Understanding his contribution to the specific architectural typology of 
multifunctional buildings for education and culture requires an understand-
ing of the shared influences and overlaps in these different fields of work. 
His programmatic and professional texts are of great help in this respect. 
Educational Hearths is a complex, programmatic text on community cen-
tres with halls that provides insight into the historical development of the 
typology, the current state and characteristics of this type of building, and 
insight into technical terminology, recommendations and guidelines for fu-
ture development. 

The analysis of Freudenreich’s texts on educational hearths, as well 
as those on theatre work and folk architecture, aid in an understanding of 
the socio-cultural and political dimensions of this architectural typology. 
Community centres with halls are recognized as important buildings that 
contribute to the development of cultural life and the education of the com-
munity – in other words, the general (cultural) betterment of the people. To 
meet their purpose fully, interest in construction and support (in financing 
and implementation) must come from the community, while the content 
and design of the building must be a reflection of the local needs and cir-
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cumstances. Support from the highest state bodies is apparent in the fact that 
Educational Hearths was published, as well as in the intent to create legal reg-
ulations and instructions, and to ensure professional and financial support 
for construction. The work of those who contribute to the construction of 
educational hearths is thus considered a patriotic act of sacrifice.

Freudenreich’s work on multifunctional buildings for education and cul-
ture is also an important contribution to the affirmation of rural space and 
heritage. His contribution to the study of folk architecture in Croatia has long 
been recognized. However, his theoretical work on educational hearths and 
(mostly unfinished) projects for educational hearths in rural areas are less 
noted as a contribution to reflections on the preservation of rural areas and 
vernacular architectural design in Croatian architecture. Freudenreich sees 
community centres with halls as important, public, representative buildings 
whose design should convey a positive attitude towards the village, rural ar-
eas, and heritage. For this reason, he speaks positively of interpretations of 
local and regional building traditions in the architecture of his time, as well as 
the preservation of the existing environment. The thoughts behind his beliefs 
are tied to broader opinions on (authentic) Croatian folk culture, which was 
seen as the foundation of the Croatian identity from the late 19th to mid-20th 
century. 

World War II is often considered a turning point in political, social, 
cultural, and other attitudes, practices, and policies. However, Alexander 
Freudenreich’s work, which stretched through several state/political systems, 
raises questions about (dis-)continuities. A large number of multifunctional 
buildings for education and culture built in the 20th century require knowl-
edge and comparative study in different socio-political systems. In doing so, 
it becomes necessary to research and recognize the ideas that stand behind 
state policy regarding the construction of such buildings, the mechanisms of 
implementation and popularization in the field of architectural theory and 
(vernacular) design, and the relationship between urban and rural spaces. 
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STRUCTURALISM IN A SOCIALIST CONTEXT; 

SOCIALLY ENGAGED ARCHITECTURE 
AS A SPACE OF INTERACTION AND 

COMMUNICATION 

Jasna Galjer

Starting from the “complexity and contradiction” of multifunctional architectur-
al complexes for education and culture built during the formative period of “so-
cialism with a human face”, this chapter conceptualises these spaces as actors and 
vehicles playing a crucial role in knowledge production and the transfer of ideas 
and ideologies. Through a comparative and critical analysis of case studies of such 
architectural complexes built in Zagreb from the 1950s to the 1980s, the chapter 
provides an overview of architectural typology in the context of societal transfor-
mation and modernisation. The analysis of formal design concepts and the ways 
in which buildings were received by the public as spaces of interaction and com-
munication is directed foremost at the issues of the implementation and adoption 
of programmatic planning and architectural production strategies. The theoretical 
framework for this is a discourse analysis suitable to address issues of dominant 
city planning policies transferred from the political, scientific, and cultural fields to 
architecture. In addition to a factual examination, the chapter explores how these 
discourses dominated the debate in society during a given period; it also explores 
the influence of structuralism in architecture as an expression of social relations. 
Special attention is thus paid to the communicational aspects of architecture. By 
adopting a transnational meta-perspective on cultural areas instead of convention-
al historiography based on binary oppositions between “centres” and “margins”, 
“East” and “West”, “local” and “global”, or “high” and “low”, the research focuses 
architectural culture in the context of the European global age as a platform upon 
which to exchange ideas and dialogue. 

Keywords: socially engaged architecture, socialism, structuralism, societal mod-
ernisation, Zagreb
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HISTORIOGRAPHIC FRAMEWORK

Growing recent historiographic interest in post-WWII architecture has re-
sulted in numerous models of interpretation; one of the most common is 
that of “socialism and modernity” (Beilharz 2009).1 As concerns socialist 
Yugoslavia, recent historiography has shown a notable trend of equating the 
components of this pair of concepts, providing a safe harbour for simplified, 
mythologised narratives about a time held as a heroic era that renewed and 
created a modern society “from scratch”. As a rule, this process lacks critical 
distance and an analytical apparatus.2 The counterweight to these phenome-
na is an interdisciplinary approach directed at cultural transfer and the remap-
ping of the European context, such as that featured in The Global Age: Europe 
1950–2017 (Kershaw 2019). Starting from social, political, theoretical, and 
ideological foundations, this research considers the role of multifunctional 
buildings for adult education built in Zagreb from 1950–1980 and their im-
pact in the articulation of discourse regarding socially engaged architecture. 
The intent is to use comparative analysis of representative examples to indi-
cate the formative roles of the protagonists, the institutional framework, and 
the media in the dynamics of architectural ideas and ideology in the global 
European space at the time.3

The Yugoslav model of “socialism with a human face”, which appeared 
quite successful in the 1950s and 1960s, found an equivalent in the “socialist 
concept of the city”. In the process of realising this modern utopia, moderni-
sation becomes indivisible from the democratisation of society. However, un-
like visual culture, in which abstraction quickly becomes a signifier of artistic 
freedom, architecture and urban design (aside from the (self-)representative 
relationship with centres of political power) are defined by significantly more 
complex meanings of socialist modernism as an institutional and production 
model (Denegri 2010). While the 1950s were marked by grand urban ges-
tures defined by visions of the modern metropolis and planned expansion, 

1	 The trend became current after the appearance of the influential book Socialism and Modernity by Peter 
Beilharz (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2009). 

2	 An indicative example for Croatian historiography is an eponymous exhibition entitled “Socijalizam i modernost: 
Umjetnost, kultura, politika 1950.–1974.”, ed. Ljiljana Kolešnik (Zagreb; IPU, MSU, 2012), which attempted to 
provide an interdisciplinary overview of the topic after Beilharz’s methodology, but without citing him directly.

3	 The work was undertaken within the framework of research that has encompassed various aspects of the 
social roles of multifunctional buildings for adult education and culture, published in a study by Jasna Galjer 
and Sanja Lončar “Socially Engaged Architecture of the 1950s and Its Transformations. The Example of 
Zagreb’s Workers’ University”. Etnološka tribina: godišnjak Hrvatskog etnološkog društva, vol. 49 (2019), 42: 
194–222.

https://www.bib.irb.hr/1040370
https://www.bib.irb.hr/1040370
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which spatial planning based on urban zoning was intended to control, the 
1960s were marked by an opening of debate on current issues in architecture 
and urban design. This redirection of interest points to the political nature of 
public space, which no longer took place only in decision-making spheres. 
The context and reception of Lefebvre’s critique of bureaucratized spatial 
determinism (Lefebvre 2005: 18–19; Stanek 2011) differ significantly in 
the Yugoslav context from the political imperative towards the controlled 
“production of space” that was dominant at the time in socialist countries 
such as Poland and the Soviet Union (Crowley and Reid 2002). The grow-
ing presence of criticism as a mediator in the process of democratising de-
cision-making on key issues such as housing and large-scale construction 
also supports the notion that discourse in architecture and urban design in 
Croatia and the former Yugoslavia was beginning to include the general pub-
lic. Discussions that served as open testing grounds for the exchange of ideas 
at various institutionalised instances hold a special place in affirming critical 
awareness in the early 1960s. The presence of this criticism and its achieve-
ments are measurable in that dogmatic urban design practice began to lose 
self-confidence, while criticism began to participate in urban planning. The 
affirmation of interdisciplinary approaches also contributed significantly to 
the gradual opening of discourse.4 Open form, organic growth, polycentrism 
– these were all current topics in the 1960s, not only within Team 10 and 
in the field of urban design, but in the fields of architecture and art as well. 
Matko Meštrović, a supporter of interdisciplinary methodologies and a radi-
cal break with traditional cultural practices, illustrated the works of Francois 
Morellet, Vjenceslav Richter, Pier Luigi Nervi, Noriaki Kurokawa, and Aldo 
Van Eyck in his study entitled “What is the future path of architecture” 
(Meštrović 1963: 38–40, 47–48) in order to additionally emphasise the 
need for a systematic approach and comprehensive programming and the 
implementation of research and experimental practices in art, architecture, 
and design. Meštrović’s selection of images, including Van Eyck’s Amsterdam 
Orphanage, is telling in this context. In place of a formalist, technical mod-

4	 The relatively late affirmation of urban sociology in Croatia is also witnessed by the fact that a course on 
the subject only began being taught at Zagreb’s Faculty of Architecture in 1980. Ivan Rogić contributed to 
the greater visibility of the discipline in the curriculum; he took over the course after 1995. Rogić’s critique 
of the “socialist concept of the city” as a humanised place that satisfies all the needs of the modern working 
populace would become significantly more radical in the mid-1990s. Significant contributions were made 
to the affirmation of the multidisciplinary approach in research methodology in the local community by the 
Institute for the Protection of Monuments, as well as by Zagreb’s City Institute for Development Planning and 
Protection of the Human Environment.
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el, Meštrović emphasises that city-building should seek structural solutions 
to the need for space, including the share of socio-psychological factors in 
forming social structures such as alienation and leisure time.

THE RECEPTION AND MEDIATIZATION OF 
ARCHITECTURAL TYPOLOGY

For a more complete insight into the reception of architectural typology, we 
must examine the way in which exhibitions influenced the construction of 
the historiographic framework. In the first and only overview of architecture 
history in Croatia after 1945 by Neven Šegvić,5 only three of the 120 architec-
tural constructions selected are multifunctional buildings for education and 
culture: Aleksandar Freudenreich’s House of Culture in Metković (1948), 
Radovan Nikšić and Ninoslav Kučan’s Moša Pijade Worker’s University 
(1955–1961), and Milan Mitevski’s Youth Centre in Osijek (1977). The fact 
that Šegvić was a protagonist and one of the most influential co-creators of 
modern Croatian architecture provides additional weight to his view of this 
sample. This is especially true considering Šegvić’s remark that architecture 
and urban design in Croatia from 1965–1985, as a complex of social and pro-
fessional activities, did not provide adequate positive results. He claims this 
is because of a lack of a concept of social activity and “the most basic ideolog-
ical platform”, concluding that the basic social function of architecture and 
urban design was not met (Šegvić 1986: 122). This negative critique points 
to the redefinition of programmatic ideas on the social roles of architecture 
and the ideological crisis that dominated the period. The chronology of Za-
greb Salon exhibitions of current production, which were held triennially, 
rarely contains examples of architecture belonging to this typology. Only one 
example appeared in the 1970s, when Grujo Golijanin’s Dubrava Centre for 
Culture was exhibited at the 1975 Zagreb Salon.6 The situation in the 1980s 

5	 An exhibition entitled “Architecture in Croatia 1956–1985” premiered at the 20th Zagreb Salon in 1985. It 
was planned as a travelling exhibition, which was also to become the initial fund of the future Croatian Muse-
um of Architecture; it was held throughout the following years in Ljubljana, Belgrade, and Sarajevo. However, 
due to organisational issues in founding the Museum of Architecture, it remains stored within the fonds of 
the Museum of Arts and Crafts in Zagreb.

6	 Construction lasted decades; numerous modifications resulted in the characteristics of the original project 
being lost. The final appearance is a reflection of the deconstruction of architectural typology and social role 
under circumstances of transition. 



JASNA GALJER 98

was similar; Ivan Filipčić’s Pazin Centre for Culture was exhibited at the 17th 
Zagreb Salon in 1982, while Andrija Mutnjaković’s Varaždin Centre for Cul-
ture and Art was presented in 1985, albeit as an example of new regionalism, 
not of architectural typology. Mutnjaković’s project shows an exceptionally 
well thought-through approach to conceptualising multifunctional use, in 
which the architect’s experience in researching buildings for education and 
culture, as well as his sensibility for the unique identity of the urban context, 
resulted in a flexible design of space that united multifunctional units (Mut-
njaković 1987: 185–196)7 (Fig. 5a).

7	 A study of the project was published as “Panonsko u-grad-jivanje” in Andrija Mutnjaković’s book Endemska 
arhitektura.

Fig. 5a. Andrija Mutnjaković, Varaždin Centre for Culture and Art, 1980–1987. Site plan of the atrium. Drawing: Branka 
Kaminski. Courtesy of Andrija Mutnjaković.
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Upon re-examining the socially engaged architecture of centres for culture 
at the time (Rogić and Mutnjaković 1984), the question arises as to whether 
the reasons behind the topic’s disproportionate presence in public debate as 
opposed to exhibitions should be sought in a crisis of ideology and the resul-
tant political nature of spaces used for this purpose. It is indicative that this 
typology remained outside the scope of monographic research on the work 
of the protagonists of modern architecture in Croatia, as is the case in Stje-
pan Planić’s projects for centres for culture in Velika Gorica (1950–53) and 
Pitomača (1952), which he created during his employment at the National 
Republic of Croatia’s General Directorate for Construction.8 The fact that 
this topic was current at the time is also apparent in organisational reforms 
to the Faculty of Architecture in the early 1960s, where socially engaged ar-
chitecture first appeared in the organisational structure of architectural ed-
ucation as a programmatic whole. The Faculty’s 1964 statute established a 
number of institutes to advance scientific research work, including the Social 
Construction Institute, headed by architect Mladen Kauzlarić.9 After Kau-
zlarić, the Institute was headed by Božidar Rašica, an architect with an excep-
tionally broad range of creative expression, from painting and scenography 
to exhibition pavilions and schools. This is also apparent in the names of 
courses he taught, in which topics such as “Architecture of Social Buildings” 
and “Buildings for Culture and Leisure Time” held a prominent place in the 
1960s and 1970s; in the 1980s, the focus shifted to connecting architecture, 
leisure time, and culture.10 In order to improve teaching, Rašica went on sab-
batical in France11 to study French centres for culture. Although he did not 
consider himself a proponent of Malraux’s cultural policy reform, there are 
a number of similarities between French and Croatian examples. However, 
the key difference lies in the French model’s significantly greater success in 
decentralising culture. He was also convinced that cultural policy strategy 
should not be normed through an institutionalised framework, emphasising 
the necessity of personal choice and the key role of communication as a pre-
requisite to creating aesthetic, sociological, and social forms (Rašica 1976).

8	 Cf. Stjepan Planić 1900–1980. From the architect’s archives. Zagreb, HAZU/IPU, 2003/2004.
9	 The Institute was founded within the Architectural Design Department, headed by Drago Galić at the time, 

who was also the dean of the Faculty of Architecture. According to: University of Zagreb – Faculty of Archi-
tecture, 1919/1920–1999/2000. Zagreb (2000). 

10	Ibid. 213.
11	He was invited by the French government.
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Educational reform in the early 1970s resulted in an increase in the social 
and political significance of education, as well as the need to articulate new strat-
egies. Simultaneously, the social modernisation of adult education and culture 
influenced the transformation of extant organisational forms and spaces. Stipe 
Šuvar, one of the founders of urban sociology in Croatia, analysed the sociolog-
ical aspects of spatial development through the example of Zagreb. The author 
places the key problems caused by Zagreb’s rapid urbanisation in the form of 
questions, the goal of which is to define the broader context of critical social 
awareness and the goals of urban growth based on the principles of humanism. 
It is noteworthy that Šuvar, representing the centre of political power,12 indicat-
ed a crisis of “the city as a social community”, noting that Zagreb’s neighbour-
hoods lack sociability, and that the lack of a developed network of basic social 
institutions resulted in Zagreb’s residents perceiving the concept of “environ-
ment” primarily as their own living space (Šuvar 1970: 60–66). Considering 
that Zagreb’s urban planning was based on neighbourhoods that should have 
been equipped with the complete infrastructure of a “miniature city”, he con-
cluded that Zagreb’s transformation into a metropolis was insufficient. This is 
especially evident in the lack of connection between the city centre and the “pe-
riphery”, and the separation between places of residence, work, and leisure time. 
In his conclusion, alongside an illustration of the Worker’s University complex 
and “University Alley” (Hr. Aleja fakulteta), the author claims that structured 
urban planning is a possible strategy by which further specialise space in order 
to more easily solve social problems (Šuvar 1970: 66).

The complexity of the issue was most fully expressed in a conference on cul-
tural centres held in 1976 in Kumrovec, organised by the Yugoslav Association 
of Architects. A topical issue of Arhitektura13 journal allows a reconstruction of 
the basic topics of debate, which involved 115 architects and representatives 
of related fields, as well as representatives socio-political spheres from all over 
Yugoslavia. Initiating debate with the intent to include the broader professional 
public on the level of the state coincided with a redefinition of the functions 
that had previously dominated multifunctional workers’ university buildings. 
Shortly after 1945, the expansion of this architectural typology was (primarily) 

12	 Stipe Šuvar (1936–2004) was an eminent Yugoslav and Croatian politician; he served as Secretary of Edu-
cation of SR Croatia from 1974 to 1982. He designed an educational reform programme in Croatia in the 
1970s, which caused numerous controversies; however, in particular segments, this model of education is 
still considered current in post-socialist Croatia.

13	 Arhitektura no. 158–9 (1976). The issue was edited by Andrija Mutnjaković and Darko Venturini.
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characterised by their educational purpose. This was later replaced with new 
functions, however not in all cases, resulting in the “extinction” of the previous 
social roles. This process unfolded parallel to an influx of the rural population 
into cities, who then received a basic education and adopted an elementary ur-
ban lifestyle. At this time, people’s universities began to transition into workers’ 
universities, the spaces of which were branded “community centres” and later 
“centres for culture”. This was a complex process, in which renaming indicates 
a re-semantisation of their usage and symbolic functions. Simultaneously, one 
of the key urban design issues of the 1970s was the critical examination of the 
heritage of the Athens Charter.14 The rigid concept of zoning was considered a 
negative influence on social dynamics; the multifunctional approach to plan-
ning appeared as a counterbalance to this concept, in which the quality of so-
cial content took precedence, while centres for culture gained a central place in 
new urban settlements and communities.

The ideological foundations of debate were defined by chief political 
strategist of educational reform Stipe Šuvar, who noted that the role of cen-
tres for culture as focal points of social activity was insufficiently articulated, 
especially in rural areas. As opposed to highly popular references to Malraux’s 
comparisons of modern centres for culture to cathedrals, Šuvar held that it 
was inappropriate to build “temples” of culture at a time when pubs were still 
“the most significant institutions in Yugoslav society” and villages were still 
dominated by three institutions – churches or mosques, pubs, and schools 
(Šuvar 1976; 12–13). In place of representative palaces, he suggested a new 
typology of centres for culture, which would generate socio-cultural qualities 
appropriate to a given context. He provides an interesting thesis on the need 
to plan networks of cultural institutions and content within the domain of 
everyday life, requiring the precise identification of issues tied to the death 
of rural areas and the key role of a multifunctional connection between edu-
cation and culture. Vojvodina Secretary of Culture Laszlo Varga emphasised 
the political aspects of the work of centres for culture in the context of the 
self-governing concept of culture. He also cites Malraux’s thesis that centres 
for culture should become “cathedrals without religion”, implying a meeting 
place as presumed by Lenin’s conception of the revolutionary political poten-
tial of these institutions. Centres for culture differ from other structures as 
they are designed such that users can participate in all levels of their program-

14	 As stated in the Machu Picchu Charter (1977).
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ming, from elementary functions to multifunctional complexes (Varga 1976: 
14–18). Instead of being elite and elitist, culture should become an indelible 
part of everyday life. Like Šuvar, Varga also considers the topography of insti-
tutions intended to be applicable everywhere from rural areas and local com-
munities to urban centres. Varga skilfully neutralises the differences between 
the village and the city, placing the focus on the cultural policy development 
strategy of the self-governing socialist society. However, he emphasises that 
meeting the aforementioned programmatic goals depends first on the share 
of the individual as an actor and creator, and only then on the collective and 
the community. Judging by the content of discussions published in the topi-
cal issue of Arhitektura, the debate consisted of a theoretical part directed at 
elucidating meanings and analysing functions, with a special consideration of 
the aspects of multifunctionality and aspects of the relationship between ur-
ban planning and future social life in new urban situations. This was followed 
by a case study chosen from all areas of the former Yugoslavia as a represen-
tative sample of current architectural production. However, considering that 
production was on the rise in the mid-1970s, it is astonishing that ideologi-
cally determined typologies of monument centres and revolutionary centres 
were among those selected. In the rare examples of multifunctional archi-
tecture representing the new typology of centres for culture, the difference 
between “old” and “new” is not elucidated. Under such circumstances, the 
role of Andrija Mutnjaković, who had been involved in engaged architecture 
theory, criticism, and design since the early 1950s, gained additional weight. 
This is best evidenced in a 1975 exhibition of Mutnjaković’s works entitled 
“Engaged Architecture”, critically examined by Antoaneta Pasinović.15

Ivan Rogić and Andrija Mutnjaković’s study Centres for culture and com-
munity centres in SR Croatia is a synthesis of research and experience to date 
(Rogić and Mutnjaković 1984); it also contains precise chronological data on 
the foundation and operations of institutions. As opposed to the works pub-
lished in Arhitektura in 1976, this study was preceded by public debate of a sig-
nificantly broader scale, involving all interested institutions. Beginning from 
sociological and architectural premises, the authors undertake an interdisci-
plinary analysis of the specificities of social roles, designing a system founded 
on functional spatial elements tied into a structural whole. Their most signif-
icant contribution is the definition of an architectural typology designed as 

15	 Exhibition “Andrija Mutnjaković – angažirana arhitektura”, Contemporary Art Gallery, Zagreb, 1975. 
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the foundation for future guidelines in designing and conceiving the purpose 
of a given space (Galjer and Lončar 2019). This requires predicting the fur-
ther potential free development of each of the basic activities through spatial 
solutions. Depending on the size and complexity of spatial dispositions, the 
authors designed six basic types ranging from “small centres for culture” of 
324 m2 to “very large centres” of 3,564 m2 (Rogić and Mutnjaković 1984: 97); 
suggested façade designs were published alongside basic project elements 
(floorplans, perspective drawings). Mutnjaković supports the principle of 
flexibility through a comparative analysis of examples illustrating the dynam-
ics of usage of polyvalent spaces, Aleksandar Freudenreich’s 1943 design of a 
multifunctional hall, and a study of Dragan Ilić’s modern centre for culture 
for rural settlements. In the context of decentralising urban planning, uniting 
the content of centres for culture into a single spatial unit affirmed a more 
rational usage of public space; direct, unmediated communication with the 
community influenced the design concept. This tendency is most apparent 
in the 1970s and early 1980s, when Zagreb’s centres for culture were at their 
most active; this period was marked by a number of projects for new multi-
functional cultural complexes and the adaptation and significant expansion 
of older ones. One noteworthy project for a new centre was Dražen Juračić’s 
design for the Susedgrad Centre for Culture,16 a typical example of a modern 
design approach to the subject at the time (Fig. 5b). 

In accordance with the tender requirements, which defined connections 
between particular units, he attempted to unite two apparently opposing 
principles; providing the best possible connections between all units by or-
ganising them around a central hall while keeping each space separate de-
pending on their specific functions (exhibition space, music school, library 
and reading room, clubs, workshops, etc.). His design also shows a tendency 
towards articulating a language derived from the social function and values 
of the urban environment, reminiscent of the structuralist concept. Vladimir 
Bedenko’s analysis (Bedenko 1980) of this design – one of the last in the 
chronology of architectural typologies in Zagreb – is especially important to 
the context of how the project was created, especially regarding the criteria 
by which its social role was evaluated at the time. Beginning from the thesis 
that centres for culture are basic catalysts for the democratisation of culture, 
he indicates the need to unify the elite and amateur concepts of culture. 

16	 The project won an award at Salon mladih1979. 
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Fig. 5b. Dražen Juračić, Susedgrad Centre for Culture, 1979. Floorplan of basement, ground floor, and first floor, 1:200. 
Source: Čovjek i prostor, 327, 1980, 11.



STRUCTURALISM IN A SOCIALIST CONTEXT: 105

THE POLITICAL NATURE OF SPACES OF ELEMENTARY 
CULTURAL DIFFUSION
The complexity and contradiction of the transformation of centres for culture 
in accordance with functions of the “elementary diffusion of culture” (Rogić 
and Mutnjaković 1984: 1–46) typical of the 1970s are apparent in a wide 
range of changes. However, connectedness to the local community remained 
the backbone of the activities of centres for culture. One typical example is 
that of the centre for culture in Peščenica, one of the oldest in Zagreb, found-
ed in 1955 when the industrial zone on the eastern periphery of the city was 
expanding rapidly. The building was constructed after a design by Drago Ibler; 
it has undergone a number of alterations in accordance with the reorientation 
from adult education towards a centre for culture. It was renamed the Culture 
and Education Institute in 1959. Equipped with all content foreseen by the 
typology for this polyvalent purpose, including a library and reading room, a 
hall for theatre plays, concerts, exhibitions, and dance, and a classroom with 
laboratory spaces, the complex became a model for generators of cultural pro-
duction in the 1970s and 1980s. One especially important aspect of the work 
of these institutions is their connecting society and culture, as is apparent in 
art programmes in the public space of the Gallery of Events and cooperation 
with factories such as Chromos, Dukat, Unija, etc.17

CIAM AND THE TRANSFER OF ARCHITECTURAL IDEAS 
AND IDEOLOGIES IN THE 1950s
As opposed to the eastern part of Zagreb, the initiative to build a centre for 
culture in Zagreb’s western neighbourhood of Trešnjevka did not go smooth-
ly. 1954. The competition foresaw the construction of two buildings in the 
immediate vicinity of a gymnasium, forming an internal square. This ambi-
tious complex, which was intended to become the centre of social life for 
60,000 residents, mostly labourers, included a large theatre and cinema hall 
for 1,000 visitors, a sports hall, and a large library18 (Fig. 5c, 5d).

17	 After the collapse of socialist Yugoslavia, the transformation of Zagreb’s urban identity became subject 
to exceptionally negative criticism. One of the harshest critics was Ivan Rogić, who claimed that Zagreb’s 
metropolitan identity had been subjugated to the development of industry since the 1950s, and that ideo-
logical pressures had resulted in the systematic devastation of the characteristics of its inherited identity 
(Rogić 1995; 10–24). The result was the mechanical reproduction of urban fragments, which lack the urban 
dynamics of articulated spatial relations. 

18	 R.Č. “Dom kulture na Trešnjevki” Čovjek i prostor, 15 May 1954, no. 7: 3.
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Fig. 5c. Trešnjevka Centre for Culture (Zagreb). 
Draft of projects by Kazimir Ostrogović, Rikard 
Marasović, Ivo Geršić, and Lavoslav Horvat. Source: 
Čovjek i prostor, 7, 1954, 3.
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Fig. 5d. Trešnjevka Centre for Culture (Zagreb). Winning design by Kazimir Ostrogović. Model. Source: Čovjek i prostor, 
7, 1954, 3.

Unfortunately, the project was never realized; in 1955, Zagreb’s National 
Committee issued a public competition for the Workers’ University Building 
in Zagreb.19 The results of the competition were published in early 1956;20 
shortly thereafter, the author of the winning design, Radovan Nikšić, went 
on a six-month sabbatical in the Netherlands, where he worked in Johannes 
H. Van den Broek and Jakob Bakema’s office, studying architecture for edu-
cation and housing (Bjažić Klarin 2016; Galjer 2019). This episode resulted 
in significant changes to his competition design for an elementary school 
in Dubrava and the Workers’ University in Zagreb. He was also highly in-
volved in the process of networking Dutch and local architectural scenes; 
in the Hague, he held a lecture on modern Yugoslav architecture and organ-
ised a lecture on Dutch architecture by literary critic and editor of Forum 
architectural review Reinder Blijstra in Zagreb, with a special focus on the 
urban renewal of Rotterdam and the current work of Bakema and Van den 
Broek (Piffl 1956: 4–5). Intensified communication between the Croatian 
and Dutch architectural scenes is also apparent in numerous texts in Čovjek 
i prostor and Arhitektura on Dutch architecture and urban design; the most 
significant contribution to architectural networking at the time was Radovan 
Nikšić’s participation in the final official CIAM meeting in Otterlo in 1959 
(Fig. 5e, 5f). 

19	 The competition was published in Čovjek i prostor, 1 July 1955, no. 34, 8.
20	 Čovjek i prostor, 1 February 1956, no. 47, 8.
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Fig. 5e. CIAM in Otterlo 1959, participants (Radovan Nikšić stands in the fourth row, second from the right). Source: 
Personal archival fonds of Radovan Nikšić, Croatian Museum of Architecture, Zagreb.

Fig. 5f. Radovan Nikšić explains his work at the CIAM meeting in Otterlo, 1959. Repro: Oscar Newman, CIAM ‘59 in 
Otterlo: Documents of Modern Architecture. Source: Personal archival fonds of Radovan Nikšić, Croatian Museum of 
Architecture, Zagreb.

As one of 43 participants from Europe, North and South America, and Asia 
(Mumford 2000: 258–265), who presented projects to the entire group prior 
to discussion, Nikšić presented his Workers’ University project in Zagreb. He 
explained that the starting point of the project intended for adult education 
and culture was the organisation of activities for groups of 15 to 20 partici-
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pants, designed into a modular system of 7x7m spatial units. His presentation 
also emphasised the intent to design a space workers would accept as their 
second home, which would inspire “a feeling for measure, form, and good 
style” such that simplicity would become a part of education (Newman, 1961: 
203)21 (Fig. 5g). As the majority of users were workers, the intent was to de-
sign spaces that would generate the need to consume culture in their free time. 

21	 Oscar Newman, CIAM’59 in Otterlo: Documents of Modern Architecture, ed. Jürgen Joedicke (London: Karl 
Krämer Verlag, 1961).

Fig. 5g. Logo of the “Workers’ 
Education” library edition, 1961. 
Design: Duško Šojlev.

Fig. 5h. Radovan Nikšić and Ninoslav Kučan (co-author), Moša Pijade Workers’ University in Zagreb (1961), ground 
floor plan. Repro: Oscar Newman, CIAM ‘59 in Otterlo: Documents of Modern Architecture. Source: Personal archival 
fonds of Radovan Nikšić, Croatian Museum of Architecture, Zagreb.
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The 20,000m2 space was designed as a multifunctional analogy to a small 
town for 5,000 daily visitors, with a grid of interconnected streets and squares, 
open internal courtyards, hallways to classrooms, and rest areas, forming a 
“continuous” space. Each received its own specific meaning defined by its 
placement and purpose, but especially through relations according to the 
whole and its content. Hallways and lobbies played a key role as multi-func-
tional communication spaces (Fig. 5h, 5i). 

Special attention was paid to “rest islands”, carefully distributed and con-
nected by stairs (Galjer and Lončar 2019). 

Additionally, the high standards of equipment used to outfit the space was 
intended to raise awareness of the role of design in the quality of everyday 
life; the final goal was the general acceptance of the synthesis of architecture, 
painting, and sculpture.22 Although numerous aspects of the architecture of 
the 1950s and 1960s have been clarified thanks to recent historical interest 
in Croatian architecture during this period, particular topics key to an under-

22	 When presenting the project at Otterlo, Nikšić also noted that there had been an initial intent to invite 
young artists and architects to participate in creating a total design of the environment, which would have 
stimulated the understanding of art. The paper was published under the title “Zgrada Radničkog sveučilišta 
– model odgojno obrazovne ustanove” (Newman 1961: 203–204).

Fig. 5i. Interior of Moša Pijade Workers’ University in Zagreb (1961), entrance hall. Source: Library of the Public Open 
University Zagreb. Photo: Željko Krčadinac.
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standing of the complexity of the social role of architecture, such as the social 
role of the Workers’ and People’s University (RANS), have not yet been suf-
ficiently researched. As noted by Dirck van den Heuvel and Max Risselada in 
the introduction to Team 10 1953–81: In Search of a Utopia of the Present, this 
phenomenon eludes the conventions of modern architectural historiography 
(Van den Heuvel and Risselada 2005: 11).

Forum journal played an important role in mediatising the architectur-
al culture of Team 10; beginning in 1959, its editorship consisted of young 
Dutch architects Aldo van Eyck, Jaap B. Bakema, Dick C. Apon, Gerrit Boon, 
Joop Hardy, Herman Hertzberger, and Jurriaan Schrofer. The first issue of the 
new series of the journal, entitled “The Story of Another Idea”, was distribut-
ed to the participants at Otterlo, thus unequivocally displaying dissatisfaction 
with the current situation in architecture; Aldo Van Eyck also presented his 
theory based on the concepts of the “in-between” and “meeting places”. As 
attested by recent analyses of Van Eyck’s work published in Forum (Strauven 
1998; Teyssot 2008: 33–48), these concepts came about under the influence 
of Martin Buber’s philosophical discourse. Architectural design is defined 
by the “anthropology” of space as a place of dialogue and interaction, new 
experiences, encounters, and events. Van Eyck’s presentation also provided 
an overview of recent project, including the Amsterdam Orphanage. Today, 
Van Eyck’s project is hailed as an iconic example of structuralist architectural 
design based on the modular principle and dynamic spatial composition; an 
analogous principle was also implemented in the RANS project. They share 
a common starting point in the use of a skeletal construction as an integra-
tive element in the design of the whole (Galjer and Lončar 2019). Analogies 
are also apparent in the creation of spaces intended for communication and 
generating different relationships between users and the space, as well as in 
the articulating of space in order to stimulate multifunctionality. The concept 
of a space that creates social relations reaches its greatest expression in the 
network of “interior streets” with islands equipped with comfortable seating, 
inviting users to rest or socialise. The building, whose spaces are intercon-
nected and interwoven, thus takes on functions analogous to those in urban 
public spaces. Special attention is also paid to individualising each individual 
functional unit. 

Aside from the “formal” characteristics of the RANS building, analogies 
are also found in its optimal balance of the closed and open concept of in-
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terconnected spatial units. For example, groups of small and large functional 
units diagonally and axially connect directions of movement, which “net-
work” them into a complete orthogonal structure. Similar to Van Eyck’s proj-
ect, RANS also displays the Team 10 principle of urban planning, especially 
in their ideas on social relations and communication as a generator of spatial 
design as opposed to the rigid, rationalist doctrines of CIAM.23 Van Eyck’s 
role in this programme is key to a definition of the concept of the “in-be-
tween” (Strauven 2007) – a place of meeting and unification. The starting 
point of Van Eyck’s thesis is that apparently opposing categories (such as 
open and closed, subject and object, small and large) are not mutually exclu-
sive but complementary, and that wholeness is always complex. The concept 
of the “in-between” defines how the balance between them is established – 
just like humans, they need room to breathe. 

TOWARDS STRUCTURALISM: “SPACE FOR THE 
UNEXPECTED”

Like most centres for culture, which lost their prior functions in the 1990s 
(Švec Španjol and Vujnović 2015), the iconic socially engaged architecture 
of RANS became a symptom of the deconstruction of these roles, which had 
no appropriate alternative. The Frames of the Metropolis initiative stands out 
as regards the search for potential new purposes for these complexes in the 
transitional 1990s. This was a series of urban design seminars characterised 
by the transposition of experimental methods and ways of thinking about 
current urban topics24 at the time; the first was held in 1995 at the RANS 
building (which housed the Open University at the time)25 (Fig. 5j). 

23	 This relates to the rigid division between built space according to its basic functions: work, housing, trans-
port, and everyday life.

24	 Four international urban design seminars under the name Frames of the Metropolis were held from 1995 
to 1999, organised by the City Institute for Development Planning and the Protection of the Human Envi-
ronment and the Berlage Institute Amsterdam.

25	 Vladimir Mattioni (ed.), Okviri metropole [Frames of the Metropolis] Zagreb, Grad Zagreb/Gradski zavod za 
planiranje razvoja i zaštitu čovjekova okoliša, 1996. 
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Fig. 5j. Collage of print media clippings. Source: Frames of the Metropolis: international urban design seminar 1995: 
220–221.

Workshops, lectures, and additional programmes considered possible urban 
strategies to deal with neuralgic spaces. The very name Frames of the Me-
tropolis symbolically raised the issue of whether Zagreb is a metropolis; in 
addition to its importance to architectural practice, it also raised a series of 
questions of interest to the general public, as well as offering an opportunity 
to “learn from history”. Its experimental nature is also apparent in that the 
workshops were partly open to the interested public, who could participate 
in the debate. The topic of the seminar in 1995 was “Life along the Railroad 
Tracks” from the Western Station to the Oil Factory; this one-week seminar 
was held in the form of workshops, where roughly a dozen groups of archi-
tects provided suggestions for how to re-connect these spaces with particu-
lar parts of the city structure. Some of the visiting professors were Kenneth 
Frampton, Hermann Hertzberger, and Raoul Bunschoten. Frampton’s lecture 
entitled “World Architecture and Reflective Practice” was based on the last 
chapter of the most recent edition of his book Modern Architecture: A Critical 
History; he also discussed the damage global civilisation inflicts on nation-
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al differences.26 Hertzberger, then the dean of the Berlage Institute, held a 
lecture entitled “Spaces for the Unexpected”, in which he explained his own 
position on architecture as an statement of identity and an exceptional indi-
vidual form of expression, which in great part resulted in the design of smaller 
units made to human measure. The common points and related sensibilities 
shared with Nikšić’s way of thinking are most apparent here; Hertzberger also 
advocates architecture that does not offer ready-made solutions, but rather 
a spatial framework to be filled according to the needs of users. “Buildings 
must be like cities, they must have clarity, and they must not confuse users 
with their programmatic views”. The motto of this architect was not to deter-
mine the purpose of places in advance, but to enable a living, dynamic urban 
identity. Hertzberger noticed the idea of structuralism in the Open University 
building; the primary task was to create “spaces for the unexpected”, which 
enabled polyvalence instead of fixed content. Furthermore, the RANS build-
ing supports the thesis that architecture should have solid foundations (both 
spiritually and physically) in order to be reinterpreted in various ways and in 
accordance with the needs of the age. It is a matter of a long-term, complete 
process within which interpretation can change relationships towards current 
needs or ways of thinking;27 according to Hertzberger, this is the foundational 
idea of structuralism. 
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6.
FROM MOŠA PIJADE WORKERS’ UNIVERSITY 

TO THE OPEN UNIVERSITY (ZAGREB); 
INSTITUTIONAL CHANGES, ACTORS, AND 

PUBLIC POLICY INSTRUMENTS

Tihomir Žiljak

This paper analyses the influence of public policy on the programmes and usage of 
the Open University building from 1961 to 2011. The goal is to show how institu-
tional changes, changes in the ideas and interests of key actors, and selected instru-
ments reflected on changes in organisation, in the design of educational and cultur-
al activities, and the way the space was used. A number of sequences (1961–1980, 
1980–1990, 1990–2011) are analysed; key changes are identified in each. These 
sequences include periods during both Yugoslavia and the independent Republic 
of Croatia. The influence of key political actors and the consequences of their deci-
sions on the management of the Open University are analysed. 

Keywords: public policy instruments, adult education, space

INTRODUCTION

Policy changes and their consequences for adult 
education space: the micro-level

This chapter analyses the implementation of political instruments in the 
regulation of adult education through the example of the Open Universi-
ty in Zagreb from 1961 to 2011. The name of this institution was changed 
throughout the years. It was founded in 1907 as the People’s University of Za-
greb; during the analysed period, it was known as Moša Pijade Workers’ Uni-
versity (RAS), the Moša Pijade Workers’ and People’s University (RANS), 
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Open University Zagreb, and People’s Open University Zagreb (POUZ). 
Since 1961, the institution has been situated in an acclaimed building with a 
superbly designed space and custom furniture. Why is this space no longer 
orderly and appropriately outfitted? What has happened in the past 50 years? 
How have key (political) actors treated the institution and the space?

The research analyses key actors, their ideas, beliefs, and interests related 
to adult education, as well as the selection of instruments used to define the 
development of the oldest, largest educational institution in Croatia. This 
is tied to conceptual and legal changes in adult education, changes in how 
activities are regulated (the relationship between state grants and market 
revenue), and organisational changes at the level of the institution and in 
state structures. Special attention is paid to the construction, adaptation, and 
repurposing of the space, as well as its users. The goal is to show how institu-
tional changes, changes in the ideas and interests of key actors, and selected 
instruments reflected on changes in organisation, in the design of education-
al and cultural activities, and the way the space was used. 

The problem of analytical divisions in a 50-year 
process

As this research examines fifty years of adult education in a single institution, 
it is important to identify the dynamics of change or constants in this process. 
How can we divide this period in order to make changes more apparent? To 
this end, two models dealing with the temporal dimension of policy may be of 
use. The first is the path dependence model. This model “locks” the entire pro-
cess within the fundamental, foundational determinants of the institution and 
the path taken, which also defines future activities. The second is the reactive 
sequence approach, according to which particular results and negative feed-
back are reacted to in policy implementation (Howlett and Reyner 2006). 
These two models are partly at odds with each other. In the path dependence 
model, the path taken and continuity are key in relation to prior events. The 
reactive sequence model also deals with past events, but as defined by Ma-
honey, “reactive sequences are marked by backlash processes that transform 
and perhaps reverse early events” (Mahoney 2000: 526–527). Both the path 
dependence model and the reactive sequence model include sequences. The 
difference is that, with reactive sequences, influences and gaps appear that are 
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not only the result of internal process dynamics defined by the path taken and 
founding ideas. This chapter begins from the hypothesis that a few phases can 
be identified which are not exclusively the result of founding ideas, but rather 
reinterpretations of or departures from the basic idea. 

In this research, sequences are defined by status changes (a change in status, 
founder, name, etc.) through the definition of key actors and their authority, 
ideas, and interests. Furthermore, it is important to know how policy is inter-
preted at the micro-level (with a special emphasis on choice of instrument), as 
well as the institutional possibilities for action (changes in social, political, and 
economic environment). Both cases allow the analysis of documents and key 
narratives indicating educational priorities and the space necessary for them. 
All this is placed in a political context, which is important for sequences in the 
analysed period. The sequences are displayed as phases in the development of 
the institution, thus retrospectively tracking processes.

The first phase begins with the construction of the new Workers’ 
University building in 1961 and ends in 1980, when the united Workers’ and 
People’s University was founded. The second phase lasted until the transi-
tion in 1990 when the Open University was founded. The third lasted from 
1990–2011, when the institution underwent changes to its organisation and 
programmes as a result of changes to its founders’ rights. Status changes, key 
actors, basic ideas and interests, and the instruments used are analysed for 
each phase. The question is: how do all these elements influence the institu-
tion’s work and the use of its space?

Instruments and their selection

After the time structure is chosen, public policy instruments that influenced 
adult education and the space of the institution must be analysed. This work 
analyses instruments in a few phases, with an emphasis on the space in which 
adult education is offered. The influence of educational policy can be anal-
ysed through the implementation of legislation that must be respected (e.g. 
as a condition for verifying formal programmes), information and learning 
from others (often used and encouraged in EU projects), the influence of fi-
nancial incentives or public investment in the space (often reflecting political 
influence and power), and organisational changes (which can include both 
organisational changes and the use of the space) (Žiljak 2017).
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The analysis of space is tied to the conceptual definition of adult educa-
tion (Pastuović and Žiljak 2018). If continued professional education and 
training is included alongside general education, then all spaces used for 
practical teaching and exercises are also included – spaces not built primar-
ily for educational purposes. If all forms of informal education are included, 
then the spatial dimension grows to art workshops, sports halls, etc. The 
broader concept of life-long learning and adult education has almost no lim-
itations in the search for spaces used for adult education. The relationship 
between adult education and space also includes outdoor spaces. Even this 
brief presentation of the concept makes it clear that educational policy (or 
policies) define where we can search for spaces used for adult education. 

Spatial changes as a form of public policy instrument were best defined 
by Adam Wood (2019), who connects space and classical educational policy 
analysis. This is a good starting point for expanding analysis to adult education 
at the micro-level. A few studies on adult education connect the political defi-
nition of basic educational concepts with the spatial surroundings in which 
they are implemented. The efforts of Malcolm Knowles (1980) must be men-
tioned in this context, who considers the learning climate (the suitability of 
the space used to the andragogical concept) the most important factor in the 
practical implementation of adult education. The pioneering work of Vosko 
and Hiemstra (1988) on the spatial elements of adult education must also be 
mentioned. In some of his later work, Roger Hiemstra connected the concept 
of lifelong education with the surroundings in which it is implemented. In 
the process from the andragogical cycle to the curriculum approach to adult 
education, space is an important part of implementation and a condition for 
programme implementation (Pastuović and Žiljak 2018). 

In line with these determinations, instruments are analysed according 
to how adult education is interpreted and whether emphasis is placed on 
binding decisions, communications and advocacy, financing, organisational 
changes, or allowing the market to influence basic activities. 

Actors, their ideas and interests

The case study of the Workers’ University / People’s Open University Zagreb 
clearly indicates the political influence of key political actors on the insti-
tution’s work and the construction and use of spaces in which education is 
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implemented. A glance at a document published on the institution’s 100th 
anniversary lists key political actors, from its opening ( J. B. Tito) to key ac-
tors during socialism and after 1990 (Croatian President Franjo Tuđman, 
Prime Minister Ivo Sanader, Mayor of Zagreb Milan Bandić) (Obad 2007). 
This document could be no more than a symbolic portrayal of political in-
fluence, however, founders’ rights, finances, and managing power lie in the 
background.

Since 1961, the institution’s name, founders, programmes, users, and the 
way it is used have all changed several times. The ideas and interests of ac-
tors and institutions had the greatest impact on their choice of instruments. 
(Linder and Peters 1989). Linder and Peters (1989) connect criteria for the 
selection of instruments on the micro-level to the administrative dimension 
(intensity, cost, and adaptability), the precise definition of goals (including 
the selection of target groups and actors), political risk (support or opposi-
tion to particular decisions), and the context of government activities and 
dominant ideas. A more precise definition is defined by the beliefs of key 
actors (as ideas they consider indisputable truth), strategic interests (key 
actors), and institutions with their advantages, limitations, and resources. 
Changes are most often analysed through the input analysis of key actors. 
The complexity of the issue indicates that we cannot rely on only one instru-
ment throughout time; instead, a policy mix is created, which depends on 
surroundings and changes in actors. This mix can create both desirable and 
undesirable outcomes (e.g. simultaneously strengthening management con-
trol and stimulating market instruments) (Capano and Howlett 2020).

FROM THE CONSTRUCTION OF THE NEW WORKERS’ 
UNIVERSITY BUILDING IN 1961 TO 1980

Issues of status

Moša Pijade Workers’ University was founded in 1953. This was a part of 
the process of founding workers’ universities in all parts of Yugoslavia. The 
Workers’ University was founded on the initiative of the Zagreb City Labour 
Union Council and the Zagreb city government. In 1957/58, a special de-
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partment known as the Centre for Culture was founded. This initiative was 
legitimised through decisions taken by key actors at both city and state level. 
The RAS Council served at the disposition of Zagreb’s city government. In 
addition to employees and representatives of businesses, the Council also 
included political organisations, with the League of Communists and pro-
fessional associations playing a key role. On the organisational level, deci-
sions were taken by the managing board, which was elected by employees 
at the suggestion of the labour union, with organisational assistance from 
the League of Communists (Velčić, Marković and Velčić 1964). With the 
construction and opening of a new, representative building, RAS affirmed its 
key informal status as the central adult education institution in both Zagreb 
and Croatia as a whole.

Defining key actors

The founding act shows that the key actors were the labour union and the 
city of Zagreb. All key decisions involved the League of Communists (from 
communist city leadership to communist organisation within the institution 
itself). In addition to the League of Communists, the businesses who were 
the basic users of the institution’s services and for whom programmes were 
designed also played an important role. This resulted in strong connections 
with nearly all large businesses in Zagreb.

The basic ideas that defined the roles of workers’ universities (including 
this one) were defined in founding acts and in statements by political repre-
sentatives. This role primarily involved the professional education of workers, 
which was required for the implementation of modernisation through the 
industrialisation of the Yugoslav state. As an adult education institution, RAS 
was to fulfil “established tasks… directly connected to the economy of the 
city of Zagreb, its businesses and social organisations (Velčić, Marković and 
Velčić 1964: 35). The second large segment was training for those participat-
ing in self-governing processes. This satisfied the conceptual requirements of 
the key actors – preparing and training workers for self-governing functions. 
The third part is partly tied to the new position of workers: strengthening 
their general culture in order to allow them to take part in the self-govern-
ing decision making process, as well as participate in social modernisation 
processes. Workers were exposed to culture through visits to theatres and 
galleries. Film screenings at the Film Club also played an educational role 
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(introductory lectures prior to screenings). Some of these goals also cer-
tainly served as a basis upon which to legitimise the foundation and work of 
the university. This initial phase of RAS was directly tied to the creation and 
strengthening of andragogy as a science in Croatia (Matijević 2018). This is 
made apparent by the careful analytical work undertaken at RAS, research 
on the educational needs of workers, new methods, and exchanges of experi-
ence with other countries.

Aside from the interest of the political elite (the League of Communists 
and the labour union) in creating an institutional basis for strengthening the 
professional and political competencies of workers, Zagreb’s industry had an 
express interest in gaining qualified workers as quickly as possible. During 
the construction of large factories and a large influx of residents into the city, 
this could not be achieved simply through regular education, thus making 
such an institution a necessity.

It should be noted that, near the end of this phase (after the 1974 school-
ing reform in Croatia), obstacles to the implementation of formal profession-
al education appeared. Stipe Šuvar, one of the key creators of educational 
reform in the 1970s, defined these changes as follows: “We are trying to 
abolish the duality between youth education in regular, traditional schools 
or universities and adult education as a kind of compensation for a handicap; 
in the race for diplomas, where education becomes a private good to be sold, 
diplomas are sold. This is the essence of what we are trying to change” (Šuvar 
1982: 48). The implementation of educational reform meant that part of the 
programme could not be implemented; in place of formal professional ed-
ucation, education for self-government, national defence, and cultural pro-
grammes was strengthened. This also included “more complete use of spatial 
and human resources and mutual influence between business and develop-
ment policy” (Bogdanović 1987: 57).

Instruments (space in the context of choice of 
instruments)

The founders primarily took advantage of their ability to take binding deci-
sions, which were implemented at RAS. These decisions did not necessarily 
have to be written as formal orders; instead, speeches by particular eminent 
political figures were carefully examined and cited (Velčić, Marković and 
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Velčić 1964). Efforts were made to accommodate to the dominant narra-
tives about the role of the working class and self-government. Public financ-
es were a key instrument from the outset, however this reduced drastically 
throughout the years. In 1953, RAS was fully financed through public funds; 
the share of budget funds had fallen to 48.6% by 1964, and to 34% by 1968 
(Velčić, Marković and Velčić 1964; Aralica 1968). This shows a contradicto-
ry mix of instruments: the desire for state regulation and control on the one 
hand, and a reliance on the educational market on the other as a dominant 
form of financing.

Organisational changes were also an important tool. The foundation of 
centres within RAS enabled educational programmes ranging from basic 
education to higher workers’ school. The Centre for Culture implemented 
numerous activities in businesses and collaborated with cultural institutions. 
The construction of the new building created better spatial conditions for 
all these activities. The space had numerous offices for vocational education, 
lecture halls, and numerous cultural activities. In a frequently cited paper, 
Radovan Ivančević (1961) notes the connection between experience in 
adult education, new methods, and the design of an appropriate space. For 
example, the Industrial Andragogy Department and the Educational Needs 
Research and Analysis Department were component parts of the institution, 
while Bernardi’s furniture and Nikšić’s interior design offered numerous pos-
sibilities for innovative methods in adult education. Investment in this kind 
of space suited key actors (satisfying the needs of the working class and advo-
cating the concept of self-government), the scientific results of andragogues 
(modern spaces for modern teaching methods), and key industrial enterpris-
es (training workers for growing industrial production). In addition to work-
shops, offices, libraries, and lecture halls, spaces were also created for workers 
to engage in cultural activities (library, large hall).

Changes in activities and funding during this phase of RAS influenced the 
need to continuously adapt the space. As priority activities changed (e.g. less 
vocational education, more national defence or culture), the way the space 
was used changed as well. Additionally, the powerful influence of the institu-
tion’s founders resulted in the inclusion of content that was not a direct part 
of RAS. For example, this included the relocation of the Croatian National 
Theatre from 1966–1969 during the renovation of the theatre building. 
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THE UNITED WORKERS’ AND PEOPLE’S UNIVERSITY 
(1980–1990)

Status

In 1978, the People’s University of Zagreb, Moša Pijade Workers’ Univer-
sity, people’s universities in municipalities, and similar institutions were 
reformed, and Moša Pijade Workers’ and People’s University (RANS) was 
founded. The People’s University of Trešnjevka and the Culture and Educa-
tion Institute in Zagreb did not take part in the founding of this new organi-
sation. In 1980, the Moša Pijade Workers’ and People’s University was finally 
registered as a new organisation. It had four relatively autonomous centres 
(basic associated labour organisations):1 the Centre for Self-Government, the 
Centre for Culture, the Centre for Andragogy, and the Educational Centre 
for National Defence and Social Self-Defence. RANS was thus relatively in-
dependent, although it depended significantly on the political organisations 
that had initiated the changes. 

Actors

The key actors were the organisations who had initiated the changes (es-
pecially the labour union, the Socialist Alliance of Working People and the 
League of Communists) and the city of Zagreb, without whom the majority 
of programmes could not have functioned (education for national defence, 
centre for self-government). This is well illustrated by a quote from a bro-
chure celebrating the University’s 80th anniversary. “In accordance with the 
requirements of reforms to education and targeted education, as well as 
the processes of the socialist transformation of culture that were underway, 
which were largely defined by the operational programmes of the socio-polit-
ical community, self-governing interest groups, and the action programmes 
of socio-political organisations, especially the Socialist Alliance of Workers 
and the Union of Labour Unions, the activities of Moša Pijade Workers’ and 
People’s University and the basic organisations within it were directed to-

1	 Basic associated labour organisations (osnovna organizacija udruženog rada) were basic legal entities in socialist 
Yugoslavia from 1974 until its collapse in 1990. In this type of organisation, workers realised their own ma-
terial interests (through a salary), as well as participating in decision-making regarding social issues (health, 
education, housing policy, etc.) and electing representatives who took part in political decision-making.
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wards satisfying the communal needs of workers, working people, youth, and 
the citizens of Zagreb” (Bogdanović 1987: 62). For example, they undertook 
a great deal of work for self-government processes and self-governing interest 
groups,2 preparations for a referendum for self-contributions for a hospital, 
etc.

The basic ideas to be implemented related to self-government, organisa-
tion, and improving cultural creation and training for the needs of national 
defence and social self-defence. This was fully in accordance with the polit-
ical priorities of the time. However, it must be noted that this adjustment 
was also the result of reduced regular public financing for RANS. Instead of 
financing salaries and the space (except for cultural activities), programmes 
were financed that met the needs of Zagreb’s executive government. These 
ideas thus may have served as a basis upon which to legitimise the institu-
tion’s own income (Obad 2007).

The second group of acceptable ideas was the development of andragogy. 
Teaching, research, and andragogical instruction had clear goals and a good 
organisational structure. This period also saw highly dynamic internation-
al andragogical cooperation in Croatia (international conferences in Poreč 
and Crikvenica, study visits). This also correlates with the development of 
andragogy or industrial andragogy departments at the University of Zagreb 
and University of Rijeka. Numerous authors who worked or collaborated 
with RANS also contributed to a key andragogical book of the 1980s enti-
tled Andragogija (1987). Culture was also intended to serve the basic idea 
of the development of socialist self-government; “in the 1980s, [culture] 
was essentially determined by the socialist process of self-governing cultur-
al transformation. (Bogdanović 1987: 66). The fact that self-government 
and Marxist legitimacy were key is also indicated by RANS’ most import-
ant event – “Moša Days”. RANS organised this event in collaboration with 
Marxist centres of the League of Communists from Yugoslavia’s republics 
and regions, the Central Committee of the Yugoslav League of Communists’ 
Centre for Social Research, and other important, influential organisations 
from all over Yugoslavia (Bogdanović 1987). RANS had to strike a balance 

2	 Self-governing interest groups (samoupravna interesna zajednica) were para-state organisations active in Yu-
goslavia from 1975 to 1990 in which social workers (from the fields of education, health, culture, etc.) and 
workers who used their services were involved in decision-making on important areas (education, health, 
social policy). A separate group involved self-governing interest groups formed in order to satisfy particular 
personal and communal solidary interests (pensions, disability insurance, etc.).
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between fulfilling political expectations, meeting legal limitations in the im-
plementation of formal vocational education programmes, and the need to 
generate significant income.

Instruments

RANS’ activities were regulated by its founding acts and laws, which either 
enabled or hindered adult education programmes. While limitations were 
both political and legal, RANS had to seek more and more funding on the 
market and find new sources of income for its culture and education pro-
grammes. Preparation for implementing RANS’ activities was dominated by 
a mixture of political influence, legal restrictions, and pressure to generate in-
come on the market. Regulatory instruments that either allowed or prevent-
ed formal adult education were important to work on the education market. 
1987. A significant part of the culture and education programmes unfolded 
outside the premises. The Workers’ Library and RANS co-organised the Lit-
erary Friday round table beginning in 1980; round tables were also held in 
businesses, and national defence education was implemented outdoors. 

Cultural activities also had to adjust to the available funding. These were 
partly funded out of the budget, i.e. through funds and cooperation with lo-
cal communities, but funds were also increasingly obtained on market prin-
ciples. In the field of culture, the previous mass work in labour organisations 
was abandoned, with a shift to programmes sought by the market and the 
citizens of Zagreb. The Moša Pijade Theatre and the first video rental shop 
in Croatia must also be mentioned (Obad 2007).”What else is left but to 
lean towards greater profit, to lean towards those from self-governing interest 
groups, politics, and culture, because we often had no other option than to 
cry on their shoulders and let them take care of us, and then all of a sudden 
everything was alright” (Obad 1988: 81–82).

The space had to be used as effectively as possible, which led to various 
collaborations. It is interesting to note that the space was used for KPGT3 

3	 “The acronym stands for the first letter of the word “theatre” in four Yugoslavian languages: Kazalište (Cro-
atian), Pozorište (Serbian), Gledališče (Slovenian), Teatar (Macedonian). The combination of letters also rep-
resents the company’s political and artistic ideal: to overcome the division of cultures in Yugoslavian society, 
which is otherwise encouraged to be parochial and distinct in ethnic character. While respecting the bound-
aries of Yugoslavia’s various cultures, KPGT gains theatrically and politically by integrating disparate concerns.” 
(Dolan 1983: 82).
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in the late 1970s and early 1980s. This programme was not originally a RAS 
or RANS programme. Organisationally, it relied on the Centre for Youth 
Cultural Activities. The existing spaces were unsuitable for plays, and so part 
s of theatres and stages were dismantled and repurposed for a new stage. In 
an interview in Studentski list, KPGT founder Ljubiša Ristić was asked if he 
was satisfied with the RAS theatre: “Yes, it is an excellent theatre because it 
can host 700-750 people in a very intimate space… It is simultaneously a 
chamber stage and a hall with a truly large capacity” (Studentski list 1981). 
In the same interview, he especially praises the technical staff for being able 
to answer to these demands. Although KPGT was critical towards some so-
cialist values, its idea of a pan-Yugoslav theatre and criticism from a left-wing 
perspective offered sufficient legitimacy for it not to have the same problems 
as other critics at the time. 

Improving the “moral-political and psychological preparation of the citi-
zenry to defend the country” (Obad 2007: 122) was not only politically ac-
ceptable, but financially successful. The documents only rarely mention the 
problem of building maintenance. The building was built at a time when en-
ergy efficiency was not paid much attention. However, with the energy crises 
beginning in 1973, maintaining the space became more and more expensive. 
It was thus important to define which part of the building would be covered 
by public funds (self-governing interest groups), and it was thus useful for 
space for cultural activities to be funded through such financing. 

Management of the space in the late 1970s and early 1980s was marked 
by the search for sources of regular financing, as well as by general short-
ages (reductions in electricity or limited availability of petroleum products) 
(Duda 2012). It is interesting to note that the overview of RANS’ activities 
does not mention this, just as it does not mention the issue of building main-
tenance. This may have been because of expectations that programme reve-
nues would solve the issue and that the management was at risk of appearing 
incompetent if it could not manage the space, and it was inappropriate to 
blame political culprits for this situation. It was more appropriate to note for-
eign and internal enemies (riots in Kosovo) or the death of Tito (Bogdanović 
1987).
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THE OPEN UNIVERSITY (1990–2011)

Status

In 1989, Moša Pijade Workers’ and People’s University was registered as a 
publicly owned enterprise for education, culture, and information. The Cen-
tre for Culture did not accept the suggested changes and continued to oper-
ate as an independent legal entity. A name change followed: in 1990, manag-
ing bodies decided the institution should enter the independent Republic of 
Croatia with a new name – Open University inc. This was accepted as a part 
of the Europeanisation process and of attempts to adapt to new circumstanc-
es, in which workers’ and people’s universities were perceived as undesirable 
socialist heritage (Pastuović and Žiljak 2018). After the Public Open Univer-
sities Act was passed in 1997, the Open University became an institution; the 
act itself expressly stated that the University owned the building it operated 
in. Aside from the Open University, the Institute of Art History, the Institute 
of Archaeology, and the University of Zagreb all became co-owners of parts 
of the building. In 1998, in accordance with a new law, the name changed 
to Zagreb Public Open University. In the year 2006, the Open University 
founded the Higher Business School. In the year 2011, the Center for Cul-
ture and Education, which had been separated from the University in 1990, 
merged again with it. From that time they both function as one institution.

In 1998, an agreement was signed dividing the founding rights to the 
University between the city of Zagreb and the Republic of Croatia. As the 
founders and their rights changed, or as different political parties took con-
trol of the founders, the composition of managing bodies also changed (e.g. 
a decision to dismiss and name members of Zagreb Public Open University’s 
Managing Board in 2004, during the first government of PM Ivo Sanader). 
2010.

Actors

The key actors after 1990 are city and national government and the political 
parties that control them (the Croatian Democratic Union, the Social Dem-
ocratic Party, and their coalition partners). Parties appoint their own rep-
resentatives to managing bodies. An overview of the members of managing 
councils shows that only a few have extensive knowledge of adult education; 
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their appointment is thus a form of political control over the institutions, 
while being named to these councils serves as a form of political reward.

In addition to formal actors with management rights, agencies and insti-
tutes that regulate how programmes are verified and implemented also have 
significant influence. Organisations that rent space at the University are also 
important actors. The building houses a television station (Otvorena televizija 
Zagreb d.d., today TV Jabuka), the Zagreb School of Business, the Institute 
of Safety Research and Development (ZIRS), the Art History Institute, the 
Welding Institute, and many others. The Faculty of Croatian Studies was 
also housed at the University from 1993 to 2007, when it relocated to a new 
campus in Zagreb’s neighbourhood of Borongaj. Most of these are not public 
institutions, and only a few are connected to adult education. A private busi-
ness, ONERO d.o.o., rented the lobby of the large hall and the restaurant on 
the first floor, as well as using the space of the large hall and terrace (Paladino 
and Haničar Buljan 2011). In the use of the space, private and public interests 
came together or conflicted. Most of these actors influenced how the space 
was used through a combination of mutual support and political influence, 
thus indirectly affecting internal relations within the institution as well.

The basic ideas used to manage the institution since the early 1990s in-
cluded a return to national roots and the original idea of public university lec-
tures; “The programmes of the Open University, founded on the tradition of 
the Croatian Public University but now in an independent, modern Croatian 
state, support its modern development and entry into the European cultural 
circle and standards” (Obad 2007: 124). This could be considered a mat-
ter of promoting democratic society, the market economy, and national and 
European culture. Of course, not every part of the programme can be placed 
under this common denominator, but this is the basic determinant sup-
ported by the managing bodies and founders. For this reason, in the 1990s, 
efforts were made to place distance between everything reminiscent of the 
socialist period, including names and programmes (e.g. the self-government 
and national defence departments were shuttered); the doors were opened 
to the founding of new political parties, publications emphasising character-
istics of Croatian culture (e.g. traditions) were printed, and the monument 
to Moša Pijade was removed from in front of the building. Simultaneously to 
this, market economics was embraced as the only way to save the University. 
This approach had already been apparent in the final years prior to the transi-
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tion. During the 1990s and early 2000s, the concept of lifelong learning was 
also accepted in Croatia (Žiljak 2004); in accordance with this, programmes 
were no longer restricted to traditional adult participants (working people), 
and now included both children and senior citizens.

The founders attempted to maintain a course of action that would be dif-
ferent from that of the Workers’ University. In regulating the use of space, 
managing bodies were not led only dominant national ideas, but also by the 
business interests of users and renters. It is quite difficult to summarise the 
mechanisms of influence, however results are apparent in the number of in-
dividual spaces used and the length of time they were used for. The fact that 
renters and their interest were influential is apparent in the following state-
ment from the 2007 Public Open University Zagreb memorial: “Funds for 
running the programme are mainly raised on the market, as the University 
has no regular income from either the state or city budget. A special problem 
is that the University must pay to maintain the building (which is a cultural 
monument) and its surroundings, as well as pay all utility costs, while it is 
impossible to charge some users of the space even for the electricity they 
use (OTV, Croatian Studies, ZIRS, CEKAO Zagreb)” (Obad 1997: 129).

Instruments

The main instruments regulating the University are laws (which occasionally 
directly regulate the status and property of the institution) and bylaws as a way 
to fine-tune policy. Individual decisions accommodate the implementation of 
the law to the interest of key actors; such decisions are implemented through 
decisions taken by the managing board. The operations of the institution have 
been significantly marked by market mechanisms, the sale of educational 
services on the education market, and the proposal of yearly and multi-year 
programmes. Regular public funds are playing a smaller and smaller role.

This need to accommodate to regulations and laws under limited possibil-
ities also influenced the use and adaptation of space. These were incremental 
changes, in which the use of space was adjusted through minor shifts, trial 
and error. One of the consequences of this are adjustments made without 
the approval of the City Institute for The Protection of Cultural Monuments 
(Paladino and Haničar Buljan 2011). For example, by building a ramp for 
disabled access, the institution found itself in a rift between various instru-
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ments: regulating access, protection of monuments, the needs of disabled 
students, a lack of funds, and the market as the main regulator of income. The 
only spatial interventions possible were those financed out of EU funds (e.g. 
renovating teaching kitchens) or the city of Zagreb investing in the facilities 
of the former Centre for Culture (dance hall, hallways, etc.). It should be not-
ed that these spaces (dance halls) are not used exclusively by the University. 
Public investment in space for key adult education activities is lacking.

CONCLUSION

The impact of politics on the operations of the Workers’ University / Za-
greb Public Open University has been analysed through three phases (se-
quences). Each of these phases is determined by key events / status changes, 
each of which produces institutional changes that are primarily defined by 
political influence, dominant adult education narratives, and the main goals 
institutions should fulfil in adult education. Institutional changes arose from 
internal gaps between programmes within the institutions and tasks imposed 
from outside the institution (by city government, political parties, labour 
unions).

The key actors defining the status of the institution, the orientation of its 
programmes, and its organisational development are political parties and la-
bour unions, city and state government, and business entities. In the pre-tran-
sition period, the key actors were the League of Communists, the Union of 
Labour Unions, and businesses that required the institution’s services. After 
1990, the key actors were the city government and political parties in power 
at the city and national level (Croatian Democratic Union, Social Democratic 
Party, and their coalition partners). They most often exerted their influence 
through the management mechanism (managing board), legal regulations, or 
financial grants. Actors from the University managed to fight for their position 
insofar as their ideas were in line with the interests of political elites, or insofar 
as they were able to adjust their goals to the expected goals of key actors.

The interest of actors was political (ensuring a politically acceptable role 
and ensuring the support of citizens or the political elite), economic (ensur-
ing the operation of the institution with as little public funding as possible), 
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educational and cultural (offering quality vocational and general education 
and cultural programmes for Zagreb’s citizens). Of course, there were also 
the individual interests of anyone who had the opportunity and political 
connections to participate in management and decision-making regarding 
the development of the institution. This was a form of political reward that 
brought individuals financial benefit and helped them build their reputation. 
There were (rare) cases of individuals who did understand the University’s 
complex activities and truly wished to promote them. After 1990, in addition 
to party interests and the interests of city government, the interests of private 
businesses also appeared, who were primarily interested in using the public 
space of the building at as low a cost as possible.

The ideas influencing the process of the University’s activities were pri-
marily political and social. Which target groups should benefit the most from 
the activities of the institution – the working class, adult Croatian citizens, all 
participants in lifelong learning, or marginalized groups? Conceptual chang-
es defining adult education, andragogy, and the concept of lifelong learning 
are related to changes in these target groups. Simultaneously to these con-
ceptual changes, the role of cultural activities also changed from developing 
the cultural awareness of the working class to the free expression of citizens 
and adaptation to market conditions (the market as a criteria of success). 
However, the institution’s activities were not led only by “big” ideas and elab-
orate andragogical concepts; instead, changes were often made incremental-
ly to accommodate to the expectations of key actors in the hopes of ensuring 
the institution’s organisational stability.

The instruments used to achieve these goals were primarily laws and by-
laws regulating how the institution operates. The second dominant instru-
ment was the encouragement of market competition. The third instrument 
were public grants, which directly influenced the direction of action and 
development. The policy mix was contradictory, as two approaches clashed 
throughout the entire analysed period. The first was the desire for strong 
public (city, national) and political control through managing bodies and 
regulations. The second was the encouragement of market activities and a 
selection of programmes on the educational market that would improve the 
stability of the institution’s programmes and finances. In the slalom between 
these two basic approaches, the University had to accommodate to political 
changes, legal obstacles, and spatial constraints. 
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Since the construction of the new RAS building, the construction, ad-
aptation, and management of space have been important instruments influ-
encing the work of the institution. It is interesting to note that all analysed 
texts describing the institution’s development mention spatial issues only 
rarely (maintenance, political activities endangering the University’s sustain-
able operations, attempts to modify the space and displace the University). 
Throughout the entire analysed period, the space was used in accordance 
with the direct or tacit agreement of key political actors who held key man-
aging or founding rights. The least contentious situation is when political-
ly uncontroversial programmes were implemented (even critical ones like 
KPGT) and the space was rented in accordance with the goals of city or state 
political elites, or at least with their approval (Croatian Studies, OTV, etc.). 
At the best of times, the use of space coincided with innovative approaches 
to adult education or culture.

The use and maintenance of the space throughout most of the analysed pe-
riod was defined by the institution’s financial means, modest public support, 
and the institution’s endeavours to satisfy the needs of its students. After the 
construction of the new RAS building in 1961, despite floods, earthquakes, 
and war, no significant reconstruction has been undertaken. Managing struc-
tures determined the extend to which small steps and interventions could be 
made to adjust the functions of and access to the building. Errors were made 
in the process, but the state appeared only as a “policeman” to sanction such 
errors, not as a manager required to invest in the building. These incremental 
changes thus had to be in accordance with financial means and administra-
tive capacities, and had to bring no political risk. The consequences of poor 
management decisions (e.g. the state of the large POU hall or lawsuits due 
to management decisions) were borne by the University’s employees and 
activities, not by the members of managing bodies, who come from political 
structures. 

A clear connection between politics and policy has been affirmed on the 
micro-level as the direct influence of political elites on the implementation 
of educational policy, as well as potential feedback from the results of these 
policies on the political risk of key actors. It has also been shown that the 
analysed sequences are built on the original idea of RAS, but that implemen-
tation is not crucially tied to the beginning of the process and the path de-
pendence model. In these analysed sequences, institutional changes, actors 
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(their ideas, interests, and relationships), and the selected instruments are 
key for the relationship towards the teaching space. Sadly, over the past 50 
years, key actors have reacted on the basis of political, financial, and person-
al interests, and not on the basis of interests that would ensure the space is 
adapted sustainably, maintained, and used properly.
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7.
THE VATROSLAV LISINSKI CONCERT HALL 
(ZAGREB); AN EXCLUSIVE SPACE AND/OR  

A PLACE OF DIVERSITY

Ana Unkić

Vatroslav Lisinski Concert Hall in Zagreb is one of the most frequented, most im-
portant cultural institutions in Croatia. Thanks to the polyvalence of the space and 
its excellent acoustics, the hall has supported the development and spread of mu-
sical culture in both Zagreb and in Croatia as a whole, programmatic diversity, and 
increased standards in production and organisation. Despite the constant narrative 
of Lisinski as an elite, representative space intended for performances of ‘serious’ 
music and for a narrow circle of highly-educated visitors, through the unusual con-
cept of a two-day opening with free entry for all interested citizens, the hall’s man-
agement has announced the future position of Lisinski as a place of diversity. 

Keywords: Vatroslav Lisinski Concert Hall, Zagreb, Zagreb Concert Management, 
Zagreb Philharmonic Orchestra, performance spaces, performance cycles

CONCERT LIFE IN ZAGREB PRIOR TO VATROSLAV LISINSKI 
CONCERT HALL

Before 1950, there were roughly twenty venues in Zagreb that hosted public 
concerts, from private spaces such as salons and food and beverage outlets in 
which music was only accompanying content, to centres of (music) societies, 
multi-functional spaces, and the Croatian Music Institute as the only pur-
pose-built concert hall in Zagreb, opened in 1876. Despite the good acous-
tics, the stage was too small for the majority of ensembles, and the capacity of 
386 seats soon became insufficient (Bezić 2012: 87). As Zagreb’s population 
nearly tripled from 1880 to 1921 from 30,830 to 108,674 (s.n. 2017: 63), a 
more spacious concert space became necessary. In 1921, the Music-Hall was 
opened with more than 1,100 seats (Bezić 2012: 88); in 1949, this was adapt-
ed into the Istra concert hall with 796 seats and a more spacious stage. Istra 
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featured concerts by the Zagreb Philharmonic Orchestra, and the Zagreb Ra-
diotelevision Symphony Orchestra and Choir; the hall also served as Radio 
Zagreb’s concert studio. Due to the limited dimensions of the Croatian Music 
Institute’s stage and the poor condition and acoustics of Istra, vocal and instru-
mental works with a large number of performers were occasionally held out-
doors. The Zagreb Music Biennale, one of the most prestigious modern music 
festivals in Europe at the time, was held at Istra beginning in 1961. In 1972, 
Zagreb also became the host of the International Animated Film Festival (to-
day’s Animafest), the second oldest film festival totally dedicated to animation. 
In short, Zagreb badly needed a concert hall that, in addition to having proper 
acoustics and a sufficiently sized stage, also served as a multi-functional space 
(for scenography, screenings, etc.) suitable for various events.

VATROSLAV LISINSKI CONCERT HALL FROM IDEA TO 
GRAND OPENING

Inspired by the inadequate acoustic and technical conditions at Istra concert 
hall, where the Zagreb Philharmonic held its rehearsals and concerts, Milan 
Horvat, the orchestra’s chief conductor from 1956–1970 (Pintar 2002) sup-
posedly presented the idea of building a concert hall for the Philharmonic 
(Lisičić 1993: 9–10) to Zagreb mayor Većeslav Holjevac (Švab 2002) in the 
mid-1950s. The Croatian Heritage Foundation (Matica iseljenika Hrvatske, 
today’s Hrvatska matica iseljenika) was also looking for an appropriate space 
at the same time; the Zagreb City Council and the Croatian Heritage Founda-
tion finally took the decision to build the Heritage Foundation building and the 
concert hall simultaneously. A public competition for draft designs of the Croatian 
Heritage Foundation building with concert hall in Zagreb was published in 1957 
(Unkić 2020: 280); the winning design was one by a group of designers con-
sisting of Marijan Haberle, Minka Jurković, and Tatiana Zdvořák-Erlih, while 
the load-bearing structure of the hall was designed by Eugen Erlih. The winning 
project encompassed three buildings, which were to be built in two phases. 
During the first, the Croatian Heritage Foundation building and a building for 
music associations were to be built; the second phase was to encompass the 
construction of a building with two concert halls – today’s large and small halls 
at Lisinski – along with additional spaces such as a suite and dressing rooms 
for conductors, groups (for members of the orchestra, choir, etc.) and soloists 
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dressing rooms, instrument and music stand storage space, sheet music archive, 
and numerous technical spaces, including studios, light and audio control 
rooms, projection rooms, and radio and television broadcast spaces. A repre-
sentative foyer was also to be built for visitors around the Large Hall, as were 
toilets, cloakrooms, an entry vestibule with box offices, etc. (Fig. 7a). 

Fig. 7a. The Croatian Heritage Foundation building and Vatroslav Lisinski Concert Hall, 1960–1973; First prize winning 
project by architect Marijan Haberle, Minka Jurković, Tatiana Zdvořák, and Eugen Ehrlich (construction designer). 
Source: Croatian Museum of Architecture.

The hall’s excellent acoustics is partly thanks to international expert Heinrich 
Keilholz;1 it features a spacious stage (25 x 13 m at its widest point), Walcker 
concert organs,2 the largest indoor projection screen in Croatia (19 x 9 m), and 
a seating area with a capacity of 1,974, of which 1,848 are on the parquet and 
grandstand, 108 on the podium, and 18 in the gallery. The Small Hall has 309 
seats.3 The basic concept of Lisinski’s space was likely suggested by Milan Hor-
vat, whose history of performing in European concert halls gave him insight into 

1	 Keilholz optimised the acoustics of the Vienna’s Staatsoper, Konzerthaus, and Burgtheater, New York’s Lincoln 
Center, the Heichal HaTarbut (home of the Israel Philharmonic Orchestra) in Tel Aviv, and Frankfurt’s Alte 
Oper, among others; he also designed the acoustics of the Megaron Athens Concert Hall.

2	 The only larger concert organ in Croatia is the Zagreb Cathedral organ, built by the same company.
3	 http://www.lisinski.hr/media/files/Brosura_Kongres_2YtcZpI_JHRbcWQ.pdf (2020-04–30)

http://www.lisinski.hr/media/files/Brosura_Kongres_2YtcZpI_JHRbcWQ.pdf
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the advantages of particular architectural designs. In 1963, Marijan Haberle and 
a group of local experts personally visited numerous concert halls in Austria 
(Wiener Stadthalle, Musikverein, Sofiensaal, Theater an der Wien, Burgtheater, 
Wiener Staatsoper, Salzburger Festspielhaus, Mozarteum, Kongresshaus) and 
Germany (the Kultur- und Kongresszentrum Liederhalle in Stuttgart and the 
Beethovenhalle in Bonn). Although the majority of these spaces were built in 
the 19th century with the goal of democratising art and enabling public con-
certs, halls opened in the 1950s and 1960s, such as London’s Royal Festival 
Hall (1951), Stuttgart’s Liederhalle (1956), Bonn’s Beethovenhalle (1959), 
Salzburg’s Festspielhaus (1960), or the Berliner Philharmonie (1963), allowed 
the further technological development of musical life (Fig. 7b). 

Construction of Lisinski began in 1960 as part of Zagreb’s urban development, 
simultaneous to the construction of Maksimir Stadium (which also involved 
Marijan Haberle), the Sports Hall (today’s Dom sportova), Mladosti bridge, 
and other structures. However, construction did not go as planned due to a lack 
of funds and a large flood that struck Zagreb on the night of 25 October 1964. 
However, during summer of 1966, the Croatian Heritage Foundation moved 
into its own building, while the Zagreb Philharmonic Orchestra, the Zagreb 

Fig. 7b. Architect Marijan Haberle. 
Photo: Šime Radovčić.
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Music Biennale, Zagreb Concert Management,4 and Croatian Musical Youth 
(Muzička omladina Hrvatske, today Hrvatska glazbena mladež) all moved into 
the musical association building. Although the hall was given to the Zagreb 
Philharmonic Orchestra to manage on 7 May 1963 (Unkić 2020: 286), Haber-
le’s winning project underwent numerous changes, outgrowing the needs of 
the Philharmonic as a space for concerts exclusively; finally, the hall was found-
ed as an independent institution on 29 June 1971 (Unkić 2020: 289), whose 
programme would be additionally enriched with various musical and non-mu-
sical performances, thus ensuring its profitability. Although the construction of 
the building was to be financed by the Croatian Heritage Foundation (financed 
by diaspora) and the Zagreb city government, in the end, Lisinski was built ex-
clusively using the tax contributions of Zagreb’s citizens (Ambrožić-Paić 1974: 
4; Haberle 1974: 8–9; Milanović 2004: 16–17). Credit for the building’s com-
pletion is attributed to its first director Ivo Vuljević (Kelemen 1995: 37–38; 
Aranjoš 2017: 26), as well as to political circumstances (the collapse of the 
Croatian Spring), on the basis of which “the government in power at the time 
believed […] it necessary to build and complete a few large cultural buildings 
to calm the Croats” (Majnarić 2004: 24) (Fig. 7c).

4	 Zagreb Concert Management was merged with Vatroslav Lisinski Concert Hall in 2017.

Fig. 7c. Lisinski’s large hall. Photo: Branko Hrkač.



ANA UNKIĆ 142

Despite complaints from the concert-going public at the time due to the hall’s 
location outside the city centre, the building’s importance is best witnessed 
by its placement in Proleterskih Brigada Street (today’s Vukovarska street)5 
amongst buildings representing power, culture, and the planned economy 
(Galjer and Lončar 2019: 203), together with the Zagreb City Council 
building (formerly the city People’s Committee), the People’s Open Univer-
sity (former Moša Pijade Workers’ University), and the Palace of Justice. De-
spite fears the public would not accept the chosen location, Lisinski quickly 
became a popular destination for musical events. Thanks to its performance 
programme and specially designed cycles, this exclusive space intended for a 
select group of elites became a place in which people of all classes coexisted 
(Fig. 7d). 

5	 The hall’s original address was in Proleterskih Brigada Street; when this street was renamed Vukovarska Street 
in 1991, Lisinski’s official address changed to Trnjanska Street. The public space between the City Council and 
Lisinski Hall was known as Revolutionary Square; in 1993, it was renamed Stjepan Radić Square (Unkić 2020: 
279). 

Fig. 7d. Lisinski’s small hall. Photo: Branko Hrkač.
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VATROSLAV LISINSKI CONCERT HALL AS  
AN EXCLUSIVE SPACE

The opening of Vatroslav Lisinski Concert Hall on 29 and 30 December 1973 
was the “cultural event of the century” (Majnarić 2004: 26), which enabled 
the musical and cultural life of the city to develop further, providing “hereto-
fore unseen spatial, technical, and organisational conditions for music events” 
(Poljanec 2002: 32). The elite nature of the new building is best witnessed by 
numerous newspaper articles proclaiming the hall a “palace of music” (Indik 
1973: 11), “the new pride of Zagreb” (Kelemenić 1973: 10), and a “temple 
of music” (Polić 1973: 8). The hall offered guaranteed quiet “as a precondi-
tion to an auditory meeting” (Žmegač 2004: 48), which led to an increase in 
the musical standards to which performances were held. The extent to which 
ideal acoustic and architectural conditions enabled better musical life is ap-
parent in the fact that many musical productions had become less popular 
due to their being held in inadequate spaces. Events with a large number of 
performers required a location with a sufficiently large stage, but this came at 
the expense of acoustics; performances by world-famous classical musicians 
would be hosted in spaces with the appropriate acoustic properties, which 
most often had limited capacity. For the first time, Zagreb’s audiences could 
finally properly hear local ensembles, and the local ensembles could evaluate 
their own quality; this also allowed them to compare themselves to visiting 
musicians, as regular concerts by eminent international classical, jazz, and 
popular music orchestras, choirs, and soloists soon began. Lisinski remains 
the only concert hall of its kind in Croatia. 

As Lisinski’s hall had been intended as the future home of the Zagreb 
Philharmonic Orchestra and as a classical music venue, it is no surprise that 
it was classified from the start as a meeting place for “a small, exclusive audi-
ence always made up of the same three or four thousand people” (Cvetkova 
1973: 8) and as a place that drew the wealthiest citizens – some for the qual-
ity of its programmes, but others for self-promotion and social prestige (Zec 
/ Hadžić 1974: 9). The new space also drew those “without an ear, because 
they like the large chandeliers and wide hallways with soft, comfortable 
carpets” (Zec / Hadžić 1976: 13); it also imposed an unwritten dress code: 
evening gowns, black suits, and tuxedos (Kritovac 1973: 6). “Despite occa-
sional attempts to introduce it [classical music] to the masses, throughout 
the entire socialist period, it mostly remained an elitist phenomenon tied to a 
narrow circle of the musically educated, as well as a somewhat broader circle 
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of snobs who mostly filled concert halls during certain holidays or during 
performances by large international names” ( Janjetović 2011: 97). Research 
by Silva Mežnarić (1985) on the audience with season tickets for Lisinski’s 
concert cycles also supports these claims. Research showed that 65% of sea-
son ticket holders were women, 80% were middle-aged (up to 50 years of 
age), 65% were employed,6 and that most had a university education (73%) 
and worked in professional or management positions (69%). Nearly half of 
season ticket holders (45%) were born in Zagreb, while 23% of these had also 
been season ticket holders of a concert cycle prior to the opening of Lisinski. 
The label of exclusivity was also tied to the building’s external appearance 
and its interiors. This representative functionalist spatial design with an em-
phatic, original author’s touch received the City of Zagreb Award in 1973 and 
the Zagreb Salon Award in 1974 (Laslo 2011: 215). However, the lengthy 
construction process negatively affected the space as an architectural whole, 
as it “lost […] the internal tension attained by completing a work in a single 
breath” (Maroević 1974: 20) (Fig. 7e). 

Fig. 7e. Vatroslav Lisinski Concert Hall. Photo: Davor Šiftar.

6	 The author also notes the relatively high share of retirees at 22% (Mežnarić 1985). 
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A PLACE OF DIVERSITY… 

From the outset, the hall’s management strove to negate the label of exclusiv-
ity by enabling citizens to attend Lisinski’s grand opening. A total of 23,804 
free tickets were distributed for the From Zagreb’s Musical Artists to the City7 
programme, consisting of 22 one-hour concerts (11 in the large hall and 11 
in the small hall) (Turkalj 1974). The most prominent local ensembles and 
soloists performed free of charge; this was a “gift from Zagreb’s artists to their 
audience, as well as an invitation to visit the new concert hall” (Turkalj 1973: 
75). The majority of tickets were distributed through working collectives, 
while 20% was retained for individual distribution at the hall’s box offices on 
the day of the event. Interest in the new music institution is best witnessed 
by the more than 2,000 citizens who started gathering to wait for individual 
free tickets in front of the hall at five in the morning, even though the box 
offices only opened at nine. Through these two days, Lisinski hosted roughly 
thirty thousand visitors. However, considering the limited number of seats 
in the large and small halls, not all could attend the concerts; some visited 
the building “to at least look around the hall and the foyers, stopping to chat 
in the comfortable atmosphere of the cafeteria and lounge chairs” (Turkalj 
1974: 9). The hall’s management took special care to make culture available 
to “working people” by increasing the number of subscriber concert cycles, 
including cycles of performances with various different musical repertoires 
and performance modalities, which treated the hall as a multi-functional sce-
nographic and film screening space. 

Immediately after the opening, existing season tickets for the Zagreb 
Radiotelevision Symphony Orchestra (today’s Croatian Radiotelevision 
Symphony Orchestra) and Zagreb Philharmonic Orchestra were permanent-
ly ‘moved’ to Lisinski, and the number of concert cycles was also increased. 
Zagreb Concert Management, which was the leading organiser of concerts 
by local and foreign classical and pop artists during socialism thanks to cul-
tural exchanges between Yugoslavia and other countries across the world, 
moved its International Masters’ Cycle from the Croatian Music Institute 
and its Musica da camera chamber music cycle from the Croatian History 
Museum to Lisinski. Both cycles offered audiences recitals by eminent classi-

7	 Among others, the programme included eminent chamber ensembles such as Zagreb Soloists and the Zagreb 
Quartet, some of the most important Croatian jazz musicians, such as the Boško Petrović Ensemble, B.P. 
Convention, chansonniers (Arsen Dedić and Gabi Novak), and a number of symphony and chamber groups. 
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cal soloists and chamber ensembles. ZCM also designed its longest-running, 
most appealing programme featuring renowned visiting orchestras and art-
ists – World of Music – especially for Lisinski, as well as its Jazz Moments cycle, 
which has hosted the world’s most elite jazz musicians. Zagreb Philharmonic 
Orchestra’s chief conductor at the time, Lovro von Matačić, added two new 
cycles in the 1974/75 concert season: the Great Symphonists cycles A and 
B, and the Sunday Cycle. By increasing the number of cycles and concerts, 
Matačić attempted to draw audiences with repertoire symphonic and vo-
cal-instrumental works, concert performances of popular operas, and take 
advantage of the existing concert organs in the hall by performing pieces 
that could previously only be performed in religious spaces. Fears that at-
tendance would shrink after the first few concerts proved unfounded; on the 
contrary, the “music hall phenomenon” (Alfirević 1975: 16) resulted in reg-
ular audiences quadrupling as compared to the number of visitors to Zagreb 
Philharmonic Orchestra performances at Istra (Fig. 7f). 

Fig. 7f. Poster for Lisinski Hall Day, 29 
December 1999. Design: Ljudevit Gaj.
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The attendance of “working people” at classical concerts was also encouraged 
through the distribution of free tickets, which also promoted the principle of 
social equality as a central socialist value, especially during the 1970s. Some 
tickets were set aside in advance for particular social groups (soldiers, work 
action volunteers, youth), some were sold through cultural animators8 at large 
firms, while the remainder went into general sale. Of course, audiences were 
not equally interested in all performances; the reason for this could be that 
attendees were insufficiently informed, a lack of marketing, or a disparity in 
musical supply and demand. Freedom of availability to the entire range of cul-
tural goods amongs people of all classes was a basic idea of the socialist era, in 
accordance with socialist theory and practice. Constant emphasis on the need 
to “democratise culture” and the fact that this “temple of the arts” was open to 
a broad range of visitors (who had actually enabled its construction through 
tax contributions) inspired cooperation between the hall, the Workers’ Uni-
versity cultural animators’ club, and numerous working organisations and in-
stitutions” (Pavić 1974: 6) in an attempt to make good music and world-class 
performances available to interested working people (Fig. 7g).

8	 “In every working organisation, there was a commissioner for culture, known as a ‘cultural animator’; they 
were often employed in these working organisations in this role exclusively, choosing plays or concerts their 
‘base’ would watch or listen to (Lončar 2008: 109), of course, at ‘significant union discounts’ (ibid.)”.

Fig. 7g. Poster for Lisinski Hall Day, 29 
December 2001. Design: Ljudevit Gaj.
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The hall’s founding as an independent cultural institution meant it now took 
on the role of concert organiser; this resulted in numerous new subscription 
cycles celebrating the birthdays of famous composers,9 popularising lied mu-
sic (the Art of Song cycle), offering an innovative mix of poetry and music 
(the Saturday at 7 cycle), presenting forgotten composers’ works in a new, 
different way (the Unusual Concerts cycle), and staging plays (the 3x3, Atelier 
212, and Monodrama Week cycles).

By attempting to make culture available to various classes, as well as draw-
ing visitors with varying tastes, in 1975, Lisinski started its Music, Theatre, and 
Film Week, allowing businesses to buy a collective subscription of 60 tickets 
(ten for each of six performances) for their employees at discounted prices. 
Across three seasons (1975/76 – 1977/78), the programme was composed 
“according to suggestions from representatives of businesses” (Turkalj 1975: 
20). The diversity of this programme is apparent in the range of events of-
fered between 12 and 17 October 1977: Belgrade theatre troupe Atelier 212 
staged The Bombers’ Trial; documentary films about President Tito’s trip to 
the Soviet Union, National Republic of Korea, and National Republic of 
China (The October Revolution and The Path of Peace and Friendship) were 
first screened; Zagreb Philharmonic Orchestra held a concert featuring cellist 
Valter Dešpalj and conductor Milan Horvat; youth opera Ho-ruk by Branko 
Karakaš and Đelo Jusić was premiered by the Comedy Theatre troupe; 
a concert of folk and traditional urban folk music by domestic (Yugoslav) 
artists was held. The Summer at Vatroslav Lisinski Concert Hall programme 
shared the same concept, but without group subscriptions; this cycle also 
lasted three seasons (1975/76 – 1977/78) and was held in two parts, the first 
in June and July and the second in September, which often coincided with 
the opening of the Autumn Zagreb Fair. The most similar cycles to this were 
Croatian Musical Youth’s Sunday Cycle and Evening Cycle in the 1970s and 
1980s, which allowed elementary and secondary school pupils to attend the-
atre performances and concerts. The aforementioned subscriptions foresaw 
six performances each per school year: one opera and ballet each at Zagreb’s 
National Theatre, plays at Gavella, Comedy, or Jazavac theatres, classical con-
certs at Lisinski, and pop or rock music at Dom sportova. Finally, motivated 
by the lack of pre-schools in Zagreb, the hall’s management organised the 

9	 This refers to the Ludwig van Beethoven Sonata Cycle on the occasion of the 150th anniversary of the composer’s 
death, the Schubert – Our Contemporary cycle, and the Johann Sebastian Bach Organ Music cycle. 
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Sunday Kindergarten cycle for twelve seasons (1978/79 – 1990/91), offering 
young visitors music performances, theatre plays, animated film screenings, 
and a wealth of other activities. 

A SPACE FILLED WITH CULTURE… 

In accordance with Richard Schechner (2004), who claims that “perfor-
mance transcends art and is founded in various cultural and social practices” 
(Schechner 2004: 8), Valentina Gulin Zrnić and Nevena Škrbić Alempijević 
(Gulin Zrnić and Škrbić Alempijević 2019: 20) describe the concept of per-
formance in a broader sense not relating exclusively to the performing arts. 
If viewed in this way, various performance practices used Lisinski not only 
as a concert space, but as a multifunctional space, a theatre, and a cinema 
space. Lisinski is acoustically and spatially intended for classical music per-
formances, so the givens of the space (which are also its advantages) are best 
taken advantage of by musicians and musical ensembles. The context of the 
space in which performances are held strongly determines the characteristics 
audiences expect from them (Goffman 1959: 75); it is unsurprising that, due 
to the predominance of classical music events, Lisinski is often identified with 
classical music, as “the types of performances constantly held in a particular 
place also define the character of that place” (ibid.). Simultaneously, any devi-
ation from the usual performances results in different perceptions of both the 
performers themselves and the places in which they perform. For example, 
the Zagreb Musical Biennale has been held at Lisinski since 1975 alongside 
traditional concerts in the large and small hall; it often uses unusual places as 
concert spaces, such as the vestibule (in the ground floor in front of the box 
offices), the foyer of the small hall, and the stairwell in the entry hall.

Finally, in many cases, the use of the hall negates its function as a (rep-
resentative) performance space, instead treating it as a film screening space, 
theatre, and multifunctional space. The technical conditions for its use as a 
film screening space were met through the purchase of projecting equipment 
for feature and animated films in collaboration with experts from Zagreb-
film and Kinomehanika in 1972. In its very first year (1974), Lisinski had 
already hosted the International Animated Film Festival (later Animafest), 
the second oldest animated film festival in the world, and it soon became an 
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essential location for the ‘seventh art’.10 Lisinski also hosts video screenings 
of opera and ballet works (the We Present the Hamburg Opera, Russian Opera 
and Ballet on Film, and Lisinski Video Club cycles), which were replaced by di-
rect satellite broadcasts from the New York Metropolitan Opera in 2009 (the 
Metropolitan in Lisinski cycle). One of the most unusual performances was 
certainly Mundial in Lisinski – the broadcast of the FIFA World Cup in Spain 
in 1982, which treated the projection screens of the large and small halls as 
television screens. Broadcasts of all the matches were attended and comment-
ed on by prominent football experts, players, and public figures, and were 
accompanied by numerous additional events. Parts of Lisinski, especially the 
entry hall and official spaces, have often served as scenographic elements in 
film,11 marketing campaigns,12 and television shows,13 just as the name of the 
hall has been used as a proven brand of excellence and prestige.14

Lisinski has been approached as a multi-functional space since the very 
beginning; the new building was conceived as a congress and concert space, 
hosting the American Homes of the 1970s (1974) symposium in its very first 
year. During the 1970s, congresses lasted up to a few days; their organisers 
often also organised additional events such as concerts, plays, film screenings, 
etc. This approach enabled the hall to “develop business and congress tour-
ism as an important segment of the city’s cultural offerings” (Račić 2004: 30) 
and become an active participant in the international congress market. The 
space’s versatility was also noted by organisers of other events; Lisinski has 
hosted a diverse range of events including hairstyling competitions, fashion 

10	 The large screen of the hall hosted premiers of numerous films by domestic (Yugoslavian and Croatian) di-
rectures, such as Vatroslav Mimica’s Anno Domini 1573 (18.11.1975), Veljko Bulajić’s High Voltage (12.1981), 
Lordan Zafranović’s Evening Bells (1.11.1986), Emir Kusturica’s Time of the Gypsies (26.12.1988), Oja Kodar’s 
Tempo di amare (28.10.1993), Branko Schmidt’s Vukovar: The Way Home (26.11.1994) and Christmas in 
Vienna (8.11.1997), Jakov Sedlar’s Gospa (14.4.1995), Neven Hitrec’s Madonna (10.3.1999) and Sleep Sweet, 
My Darling (14.10.2005), Božidar Domagoj Burić’s Croatian Kings, Dana Budisavljević’s The Diary of Diana 
B. (2.10.2019), etc. Animated films screened included the grand premiere of Milan Blažeković’s Lapitch the 
Little Shoemaker (20.3.1997) and Joško Marušić’s Rainbow (29.12.2009).

11	 For example, Lisinski’s interiors and exteriors have been featured in scenes from Vatroslav Mimica’s The Last 
Mission of Demolition Man Cloud (1978), Pavo Marinković’s Ministry of Love (2016), the second episode of 
season four of Goran Kulenovć’s Black and White World, as well as foreign works such as BBC’s high-budget 
series McMafia (2019) and American-British action series Strike Back (2019). 

12	 Advertisements filmed in Lisinski’s interiors include adverts for Zagrebačka banka’s time capsule (2014) and 
Diners Club Croatia (2009). 

13	 The stage of the small hall was used to record Croatian Television’s shows Večer za tamburu and Majstori 
svirači, while music show Svjetla pozornice was filmed in the large hall. 

14	 By identifying the name of certain events with the hall (e.g. Sevdah u Lisinskom, Šimunovo u Lisinskom, Zagorci 
u Lisinskom, etc.), organisers wished to ensure greater media recognition and publicity, as well as gleaning a 
part of the hall’s elite status. 
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shows, beauty pageants, chess tournaments, dance competitions, and even 
circuses on ice. Dramatic artists took maximum creative advantage of the ex-
isting space of the small hall, which led to later renovations of the interior and 
resulted in 25 years of successful, fruitful cooperation between Lisinski and 
Teatar u gostima; in the past ten years, Gavran Theatre has taken the place of 
Teatar u gostima. The quality of the foyers of the large and small halls allowed 
them to be used as exhibition spaces, auction spaces, and intimate spaces 
suitable for literary round tables and poetry evenings. 

The newly opened space immediately drew the attention of the organ-
isers of the International Animated Film Festival, the Zagreb Festival, and 
the International Folklore Festival, literary round tables, political events, con-
gresses, symposiums, theatre plays, etc. Viewed from today’s perspective, the 
concept behind Lisinski Hall’s programme, which has survived until today, 
was created in its first seven months. Thanks to its diversity of programmes and 
intense marketing activity, “in its first two years, [Lisinski] reached an intensity 
of attendance that had only envisioned for decades later” (Kovačević 1984: 
494–495), growing from a thousand to ten thousand regular visitors. “The 
hall truly caused a small revolution as far as audiences are concerned” (Horvat 
2004: 32). The success of the programme is best seen in the fact that people 
came from other cities and countries to attend events at Lisinski; its success 
also represented a challenge to build similar buildings in other places, such as 
Cankar Centre in Ljubljana (opened in 198015) or Sava Centre in Belgrade, 
which was officially opened by Tito in 1977.16 “The success of Lisinski Concert 
Hall will be founded on the basic orientation of its programme towards satis-
fying the cultural needs of workers, youth, and all classes of citizens” (Vuljević 
1983: 5). The thesis that the task of Lisinski was not to “satisfy the ‘broadest 
audiences’ but to draw them in by constantly vacillating between ‘socialising’ 
as a social act and ‘performing’ as an aesthetic goal” (Gligo 2004: 39) finally 
proved incorrect. Lisinski did not only “turn into a space filled with ‘culture’ 
to such an extent that it became a haven for all those to whom culture was a 
conditio sine qua non of any living space in the broadest sense” (ibid.). Instead, 
it became much more – an expression of social power, as well as the power to 
create social relations (Low and Smith 2005/2006).

15	 Although the first events in spring of 1980 were held at Linhart Hall (one of Cankar Centre’s halls), all the 
spaces in the aforementioned institution could only be used as of 1982. https://www.culture.si/en/Cankar-
jev_dom,_Cultural_and_Congress_Centre (accessed 22. 2. 2021.). 

16	 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sava_Centar (accessed 22. 2. 2021.). 

https://www.culture.si/en/Cankarjev_dom,_Cultural_and_Congress_Centre
https://www.culture.si/en/Cankarjev_dom,_Cultural_and_Congress_Centre
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sava_Centar
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8.
FROM SOCIALIST WELFARE TO CAPITALIST 
(IN)EFFICIENCY: THE SPATIAL TRANSITIONS 

OF THE SPENS CITY SPORTS CENTRE  
(NOVI SAD)

Dragana Konstantinović

The Vojvodina Sports and Business Centre in Novi Sad, popularly known as Spens, 
was envisioned as a major sports and community centre in Novi Sad. The original 
title of the project – the City Sports Centre (Gradski sportski centar-GSC) – reflect-
ed the concept of the centre as a polyvalent urban complex for use by the commu-
nity at large. The ambition to build a centre of such exceptional size and complexity 
was a direct result of the general socio-political condition of the former Yugoslavia 
in the late 1970s and the status of the Autonomous Province of Vojvodina with-
in the Yugoslav federation; however, to an even greater extent, it represented the 
city’s capacity to highlight it’s remarkable development in recent decades through 
a building that would symbolise Novi Sad’s new urbanity. In the 1990s, the institu-
tion was transformed into a public company named the Vojvodina Sports and Busi-
ness Centre, which resulted in its commercial exploitation through the rent of its 
large spaces; when this proved financially unfeasible, radical ideas surfaced about 
its future – such as demolishing the building altogether. This paper investigates the 
programmatic and spatial foundations of the conception, development, and utilisa-
tion of the Centre throughout the past four decades, as well as the consequences of 
changes to its architecture, the management of its spaces, and its urban and social 
function. Faced with official calls to renovate the building instead of demolishing it, 
we shall analyse the transformations that have led to the current situation; strategies 
for the building’s future should provide sustainable ideals for the symbol of an un-
absorbed socialist past within the ambivalent politics of the present.

Keywords: Socially engaged architecture, sports facilities, community centre, so-
cialism, programmatic transformation, Spens
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INTRODUCTION

The Vojvodina Sports and Business Centre is one of the most complex sports 
and community buildings built in the former Yugoslavia. It was built to host 
the 36th Table Tennis World Championship (Stonotenisko prvenstvo Novi Sad, 
modified abbreviation ‘SPENS’) in 1981. This event – SPENS1 – provided 
the name that has been popularly associated with this building ever since.

The Centre was built partly through public funds, but predominantly 
from direct contributions from the working people as decided upon at a pub-
lic referendum; from today’s perspective, this could be understood as a case 
of crowdfunding. This was a reflection of the people’s need for a facility of 
this type and their economic capacity to provide for its construction. Its spa-
tial complexity, uniqueness, and the diversity of programmes it introduced 
to the urban environment was a clear sign of the city’s level of urban develop-
ment, which had risen over the past four decades. 

This paper investigates the social, economic, and political prerequisites 
for the building’s planning, as well as the conditions for its construction, 
since it was completed in an incredibly short time; it also investigates the 
original design of the building as a reflection of the prevailing ideals in the 
cultural and architectural domains, placing the project into the constellation 
of Živorad Janković’s mega-buildings;2 it tracks the changes, transitions, and 
transformations of both the space and the institution in the 1990s, which 
have resulted in current inconsistencies in policy and ambiguities about 
its future, in which demolition and reconstruction are both equally real 
possibilities.

This research also places special emphasis on the building’s social role. 
Although it was designed as a sports centre, it was never thought of as only 

1	 SPENS is a modified abbreviation of the Championship (Stonotenisko prvenstvo Novi Sad) which became 
affiliated with the building. 

2	 Živorad Žika Janković (1924–1990) was a Yugoslav architect and academician, professor at the Faculty of 
Architecture in Sarajevo. During his long and fruitful career, he designed numerous public buildings, of which 
the most important are his sports and community centres. Spens is is one of Janković’s four megastructures 
in the former Yugoslavia: Skenderija Sport and Cultural Centre in Sarajevo, Bosnia and Herzegovina (archi-
tects: Živorad Janković and Halid Muhasilović) 1969; Boro and Ramiz Youth and Sports Complex (Palace 
of Youth and Sports) in Pristina, Kosovo (architects: Živorad Janković, Halid Muhasilović and Sretko Ešpek), 
1974–1982; Koteks Gripe Sports and Commerce Complex in Split, Croatia (with Slaven Rožić), 1979–1981; 
Vojvodina Sports and Business Centre in Novi Sad (architects Živorad Janković and Branko Bulić, with Duško 
Bogunović);
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a sports venue, but rather as a “social object” (Markus and King 2002) in-
vested as such with social meaning. Spens’ social architectural function3 is 
intensified by its strong urban presence and its architectural programming, 
which strategically emphasizes its urban character and reflects the social con-
text that enabled the building’s creation. As with other public buildings from 
the period, “architecture acted as a visual representative of the socio-political 
order, epitomising avant-garde socialist and self-management societal ideas 
about itself (….) containing all the peculiarities of the Yugoslav Modernist 
architectural system – dedication to the International Style, progress, the 
idea of the ‘modernising’ role of architecture and the built environment, 
which inform people’s habits and establish a visual culture; an architectural 
programme founded on orientation and ideology, which evolves while re-
flecting changes” (Konstantinović 2019: 85–86).

The context in which this paper has been written is rather unusual. A re-
utilisation strategy for Spens is currently being developed,4 despite the fact 
that research on the building is fragmented (Mladenović 1982, Bede 2018, 
Mitrović 2010, Jankov 2016, Konstantinović (et.al), 2018/3), no more 
than superficial insight into this unique typology is available (Bodrožić 
2018, Jankov 2016), and strategies for the future of such mega-buildings 
are non-existent (Bodrožić 2018). Besides, contemporary research on the 
changing positions of the “socially engaged architecture” (Galjer and Lončar 
2019) of the socialist period reveals the necessity for a thorough examination 
and explication of the humanist, modernising, emancipatory, and communi-
ty roles that underpin these projects. Simple labelling as “socialist” has dis-
guised the profound, complex functions of the buildings in question, whose 
roles can be restored, modernised, and improved if they are understood fully 
and without bias. The story of Spens unfolds in this context. 

3	 Here, the term architectural function refers to a set of relations a given building develops through the process 
of its design, realisation, use, and changes in context. The first architectural function is the utilitarian function, 
since it provides the basic architectural purpose – to be useful. Social, cultural, historical, symbolic, ideological, 
political, and many other functions follow, which stress the complexity of a given piece of architecture and its 
inherent belonging to a given context.

4	 In September 2020, the Sports and Business Centre Vojvodina public company published a public tender to 
provide a strategy and design brief to reutilise and rebuild Spens: https://www.ekapija.com/tender/3000626/
izrada-strategije-razvoja-i-izrada-projektnog-zadatka-za-rekonstrukciju-objekta-jp-sportski (accessed on Oc-
tober 10 2020). The final version of the strategy has not yet been adopted. 

https://www.ekapija.com/tender/3000626/izrada-strategije-razvoja-i-izrada-projektnog-zadatka-za-rekonstrukciju-objekta-jp-sportski
https://www.ekapija.com/tender/3000626/izrada-strategije-razvoja-i-izrada-projektnog-zadatka-za-rekonstrukciju-objekta-jp-sportski
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THE CITY

In the late 1970s, Novi Sad enjoyed the results of massive infrastructural re-
modelling and urbanisation. These processes changed the image of the city 
remarkably in the urban, social and cultural domains. By this time, the archi-
tectural language of Modernism had been absorbed as the prevailing visual 
representation of progress, and had even been developed into regional and 
critical practices by its major actors – architects and buildings. The increased 
economic capacity of Yugoslav society shifted the focus from infrastructure 
and housing to the more profound needs of society; culture, entertainment, 
leisure, consumption, sports, and recreation. The programmatic shift to this 
kind of investment opened up new construction sites; the intent was to bring 
the intensive residential building processes of the past two centuries to a 
close, as well as to represent the city’s capacity to undertake such projects. In 
this period, building ‘big’ was possible; this was a statement of the economic 
and political power of the region, both within the country and on a broader 
scope.

Yugoslav society, based on a unique, experimental workers’ self-manage-
ment model, was in its mature phase, with a highly developed machinery of 
self-managed interest communities spread across society and involved in 
every aspect of societal development. In the case of Spens, “this social and 
economic background was crucial for materialising the initiative of munic-
ipal youth and physical culture associations, with the goal of expanding the 
selection of sports facilities for group physical activity” (Brankov 2001).

The mayor

Mayor5 Jovan Dejanović was inaugurated on 22 April 1974. The managerial 
skills, ambition, and ideological clarity he was known for at the time won 
him two terms as mayor. A strong believer in the idea of Vojvodina’s signif-
icance, prosperity, and autonomous status within the Yugoslav Federation, 
Dejanović saw Novi Sad not only as a provincial capital, but as a city whose 
notable progress was a result of the joint efforts of all its working people  

5	 The position of mayor was not established during this period. Dejanović was actually appointed president of 
the City Assembly, but he is remembered as one of the city’s most famous mayors.
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(Dejanović 2015). In a speech on Liberation Day, he announced his pro-
gramme for the city’s development in the next decade, including both the 
construction of 10,000 flats and also new programmes that represented the 
“new needs of city life: new kindergartens, schools, space for 127 sports or-
ganisations and 12,000 active athletes, new hospitals, new hotel capacities, 
and a new bridge, so that a new modern city can be built on the right bank” 
(Martinov and Bolorin 2019: 17). During his two terms as mayor, Dejanović 
actually fulfilled most of his election promises and personally opened the 
new bridge across the Danube, thus opening the prospects for a new residen-
tial area; he also remodelled the city centre into a modern pedestrian area, 
finally completed the lengthy Serbian National Theatre construction project, 
and built more than 4,000 flats, numerous schools, kindergartens, nursing 
homes, and social care facilities.

Both Dejanović’s activism in his youth and his political career led him 
into the world of sports; he became permanently affiliated with this domain 
as a member of numerous sports committees. A contemporary sports facil-
ity was an integral part of his programme to provide people not only with 
housing programmes, but also programmes dealing with social welfare and 
common prosperity. The issue of a sports facility was not only of importance 
to professional sports, but also to recreation, youth development, and direct-
ing young people towards desirable ways of spending free time. As president 
of the city’s League of Communists, Dejanović’s first initiative to provide 
funding for a sports facility of a much smaller size in 1968 failed due to a 
lack of firm interest from the Communist Party, which consequently resulted 
in a failed referendum on citizens’ self-contribution to this investment. His 
position as the mayor of Novi Sad gave him a better stance from which to put 
his incentive to a public referendum once again, but this time with Novi Sad 
in a different position within the Yugoslav context. After several amendments 
to the 1963 Constitution, which outlined the path towards decentralising the 
federation, the 1974 Yugoslav Constitution provided “full autonomy” for the 
Socialist Province of Vojvodina, providing this rich agricultural region with 
legal, financial, and executive authority over its own territory. This change 
was fundamental in providing funds for numerous investments across the 
region and in its capital of Novi Sad through both management of its own 
budget; the region also boasted the highest rate of both required and volun-
tary financial contributions from citizens to public investments in Yugoslavia 
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(Kršev 2018: 76). Between 1974 and 1988, the city enjoyed rapid economic 
growth; numerous large construction projects were planned and implement-
ed. In the context of general well-being and rapid development, the citizens 
of Novi Sad agreed to contribute 1% of their monthly earnings to the devel-
opment of sports from 1977 to 1981, as decided at a public referendum in 
November 1976 (Vrgović 2017: 227–228, 236). 

Clearing the Site

A construction site for the new sports facility was foreseen by the 1950 Gen-
eral Urban Plan (GUP), which outlined the main urban layout of the modern 
Novi Sad, with boulevards, new housing quarters, and modern infrastruc-
ture; when the industrial zone was relocated to the northern part of the city, 
the old industrial zone along the Danube became a potential construction 
site. The relocation of the railway to the northern part of the city and the 
relocation of the industrial zone next to the new railway line near the Dan-
ube-Tisa-Danube (DTD) canal opened up a new urban arena in which the 
city could develop facing the south and the Danube. In this process, the in-
dustrial facility of Novkabel found a present-day location in the north indus-
trial zone and resettled in a vast contemporary complex. Novkabel’s former 
site was designated in the 1963 GUP for the new sports facility, close to the 
new University campus. The demolition of the factory marked the beginning 
of contemporary planning for the area.

In 1974, the city hosted a European Table Tennis Championship, which 
was held in the halls of the Novi Sad Fairgrounds, as this was the only available 
venue for such an event. The success of the event, even under such condi-
tions, gave impetus to the idea that Novi Sad could host international sports 
events; soon after, the city entered the bidding procedure to host the 37th 
Table Tennis World Championship, planned for 1983. After China withdrew 
its candidacy to host the 1981 championship, the city authorities saw the op-
portunity to speed things up and nominated Novi Sad as the host for 1981, 
aware of the fact that preparations for 1983 were in their earliest stages. When 
Mayor Dejanović hosted International Table Tennis Federation President 
H.R. Evans, all there was at the site of the prospective tournament venue was 
300,000 m3 of debris from the demolished Novkabel factory (Fig. 8a).
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Fig. 8a. Novkabel factory before demolition, with football stadium in the background. Source: City Archive.

THE ARCHITECTURE

Proof of concept – the competition

The first competition for the sports centre was launched in 1969, with the 
ambition to find an urban and architectural design for the prominent loca-
tion and a complex programme that was anticipated by the 1963 GUP. The 
competition was quite ambitious as regards the future building’s programme 
and spatial requirements, as well as the composition of the jury6 and awards. 
(Zavod za komunalnu izgradnju n.d.)

6	 The jury members included local politicians, but predominantly experts from all over the former Yugoslavia: 
Bela Bece (vice-president of the Novi Sad Municipal Assembly), Vojislav Vasić (Director of the Institute for 



FROM SOCIALIST WELFARE TO CAPITALIST (IN)EFFICIENCY 161

The designs submitted to the competition were quite diverse, reflecting 
the general design attitudes of the epoch; however, they were also unsatisfac-
tory to the jury members, who had certain disagreements regarding the sub-
missions. Their conclusion stated that “since none of the submitted projects 
provided a solution that could serve as a base for the further development of 
the Sports Centre project, first prize will not be awarded” (Zavod za komu-
nalnu izgradnju n.d.). Three entries were awarded, one with second prize, 
two with third prize, and one with honourable mention, and all of these pro-
ceeded to the second round. The second round decided on the winner of the 
competition – the work of a Slovenian team under the code name “Panonija”. 
However, the jury made no consensus on this decision as some members ab-
stained from voting, stating that “although the ‘Panonija’ project has certain 
advantages in its urban concept, due to its completely unacceptable design of 
the complex’s interior functions, along with the location of certain buildings, 
and particularly the pool – in the shade – this concept cannot be considered 
superior to other design solutions.” For the next few years, this project was 
expected to be the final design solution for the City Sports Centre. 

Inspection of the existing project archive of Spens reveals a new design 
solution developed in 1978 by the Institute of Physical Education. This de-
sign arose from a highly complex programme founded on the urban compo-
sition of the pavilions, with a central multipurpose arena; adjacent to this was 
a smaller arena connected to the Youth Community Centre pavilion, next to 
which there was an indoor and outdoor pool complex and ice skating hall 
(Zavod za fizičku kulturu Novi Sad 1978). Pedestrian traffic was organised 
around the perimeter of the main building, which was positioned as a central 
piece and final destination for pedestrian movement in the urban environ-
ment. The suspended roof structure of the main arena defined the overall 
design, representing the focal point of pedestrian traffic, with entrances posi-
tioned on the east and west sides of the main building.

However, the design solution according to which Spens was actually built 
was developed elsewhere – by the Institute of Architecture and Urban Design 
in Sarajevo. The circumstances of the closed competition held in 1978 with 

the Communal Building of Novi Sad), Lazar Krstić (President of SOFK-association of physical culture organisa-
tions, Novi Sad), Aleksije Ber (Director of VFK), Miloš Savić, Arch. (Director of the Novi Sad Urban Planning 
Institute), Prof. Slavko Delfin, Arch (Zagreb), Kosta Popović, Arch (Belgrade), Dušan Krstić, Arch. (Novi Sad), 
Franc Vehovar, Arch. (Ljubljana), Milan Mitrović, Arch. (Belgrade), Oto Hajdu, Arch.Techn. (Novi Sad)
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two competing teams are not quite clear. After the competition, architects 
Živorad Janković and Branko Bulić were assigned to design the building; 
until the jury decision is found in the archives, one can only speculate that 
Janković’s previous experience and success in dealing with Centres of that 
size was crucial. The quality of the proposed solution was not only far be-
yond the other competing projects; it also represented a step forward in the 
existing typology of multipurpose centres at the time.

In the constellation of Janković’s mega-projects

By 1978, the Institute of Architecture and Urban Design – along with the 
principal architect working there, Živorad Janković, a professor at the Archi-
tectural Faculty in Sarajevo – was already established as a prominent institu-
tion in the field of architecture for complex sport and community centres. In 
his review of Janković’s work, Mladenović concludes that his megastructures 
are envisioned as “community centres”, in which “the functions of sports and 
recreation are efficiently connected with other, urban citizens’ everyday ne-
cessities of shopping, services, culture” (Mladenović 1982). Thus, he stresses 
the social dimension of these structures, which were always envisioned not 
only as multipurpose sport and event arenas, but places of everyday commu-
nity life. That is why the author calls them “centres”, alluding to their com-
plexity and embodiment of central functions essential for public life. 
In this context, the project and the building of the Sports centre ‘Vojvodina’ 
was anticipated, and it represents one of four architectural pieces belonging to 
the same typology of complex mixed-use centres, built across former Yugosla-
via. Although we can track the “experience” of the first one, Skenderija, built 
in 1968, based on its massive urban form, with volumes of the main arena and 
dance hall of the Youth centre “comprehended as a composition climax in spa-
tial and time sequences” (Kulturno-sportski centar “Skenderija” 1969: 17), 
each of the projects employed differentiating architectural and urban means, 
as a contextual reference. Although underground level (-1) integrates all of 
the programmes of the Skenderija centre, in compositional terms we perceive 
it as an urban complex – a group metabolism composed of architectural enti-
ties. In these terms, the mega-project in Novi Sad slightly differs in terms of its 
general strategy. Instead of applying the composition of pavilions with focal 
points, the architects decided to develop an urban megastructure – “a con-
densed volume” with all envisioned programmes under one roof. This strategy 
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turned out to be a remarkable solution for the expansion of the programme, 
but even more, for its urban layout, where the megastructure is not placed 
as an obstacle to pedestrian movement, “but adapted to the existing natural 
flows” able to “accept, allow them to pass through or absorb them easily and 
pleasantly and in the right place” (Institut za arhitekturu i urbanizam Arhitek-
tonsko urbanističkog fakulteta Sarajevo n.d.), representing a precise and effi-
cient spatial layout of an architectural megastructure which ‘no longer needs 
the city’, because ‘it is the city’ (Koolhaas 1995) (Fig. 8b). 

Fig. 8b. Urban design layout: public spaces and surrounding buildings (Gradski sportski centar “Vojvodina”, Urban 
design project). Source: Spens Archive.

The Spatial Utopia

The original design concept for Spens is not easily comprehensible today. 
The numerous layers of spatial interventions and changes made over time 
have disguised the original spatial logic. The spatial layout and programming 
of the building is inseparable from the system of urban strategies that deter-
mined it. The disposition of the basic functional units of the building – the 
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sports halls and the circulation space servicing them in two orthogonal direc-
tions – could represent the basic functional logic, although the building has 
characteristics of “both longitudinal and concentric content development” 
(Institut za arhitekturu i urbanizam Arhitektonsko urbanističkog fakulteta 
Sarajevo, n.d.). This specifically means that the halls were placed one after 
another, from north to south; however, the Youth Centre’s placement at the 
centre of the complex, next to the busiest pedestrian paths through the inte-
rior of the building, gave it the character of a central space from which other 
circulation spaces and various programmes branched. This allowed the con-
sideration of ‘socializing’ programmes, as the Youth Centre was not a separate 
building in the form of a pavilion, but was essentially integrated into the cen-
tre’s foot traffic flows, located at its very heart. This ‘socialising’ programme 
was loosely defined, providing the opportunity for free and non-institutional 
use, aiming to attract youth for the needs of sports, social life, and leisure. 

Like the other three projects from Janković’s oeuvre, Spens is also built 
on broader programmatic ground – not only as a building for sports, but as 
a public space for Novi Sad, an urban centre with a newly developed spatial 
quality and potential. In order to realise this goal, particular attention was 
paid to the quality of the outer public spaces, which, like the indoor ones, 
established a diversity of urban characteristics. The contact zones between 
the centre’s indoor and outdoor spaces reflect the character of the entrances 
and connections, promoting the public spaces and surrounding four squares 
in particular, designed for various users and activities. The building’s west 
side is its most complex, where a combination of access stairs, green terraces, 
and a public amphitheatre represent a unique programmatic and landscaping 
transition towards the open-air programmes: outdoor swimming pools, an 
outdoor ice skating rink (which was never built), and open sports pitches 
(which have since been replaced by a shopping mall) (Fig. 8c, 8d).

The decision to make use of the potential of the megastructure’s urban 
nature resulted in the decision to separate the movement of pedestrians and 
visitors to sporting events by elevating the route for visitors to the first floor. 
This allowed the programmatically diverse networks to be stratified: pedes-
trians and athletes on the ground floor, visitors on the first floor, administra-
tion and the sports media on the second, resulting in the simple, uncompro-
mised, synchronised flow between the building’s social programmes. 
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Fig. 8c. Enclosed public space – major hall with public amphitheatre. Photo: Maja Momirov.

Fig. 8d. Entrance no. 5 and hall. Photo: Bojan Stojković.
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Revealing the original spatial structure of the first floor hints at the project’s 
extraordinary spatial logic – a nearly utopian vision of a vast, free circulation 
space that envelops the arenas and halls, allowing visitors to freely choose 
which event to visit, or to merely peek into the sports hall and experience the 
atmosphere of the event underway. This idealized world of a prosperous so-
ciety with the highest standards of community life realised through a diver-
sity of sports, culture, or entertainment is the result of the ambitions of this 
same community to represent itself through such a programme. Organising 
the World Championship represented an opportunity to realise a vision of 
a city centre dedicated to improving urban life, as well as demonstrating the 
potential of the social environment. This interactive potential was twofold: 
by planning a building of this size and programmatic diversity, which was 
built in a short period of time to the highest standards of quality, the city 
demonstrated its urban, political, and economic capacity to transform such a 
vision into reality. On the other hand, this same building pushed the city’s ur-
ban development forward, thus becoming a reflection and “measure of Novi 
Sad’s urban identity” (Bede 2018) (Fig. 8e, 8f).

Fig. 8e. Main sports arena. Photo: Maja Momirov.



FROM SOCIALIST WELFARE TO CAPITALIST (IN)EFFICIENCY 167

Fig. 8f. Indoor swimming pool. Photo: Maja Momirov.

Efficiency and pragmatism

The basic concept of the building made use of a number of technological 
principles that allowed it to be built in a very short time. The principle of 
standardisation was at the core of its spatial layout, which was thoroughly 
examined for every functional aspect: the size of the sports arenas, corridors, 
and auxiliary spaces. The variations of the module applied are partly apparent 
in the roof structure, both from the inside and the outside of the building. 
Prefabrication and standardisation are part of the general spatial principle 
used to establish an orthogonal matrix of walkways running alongside the 
courts, which could thus also be extended eastward and westward to allow 
for new programmes. This spatial logic also allowed for the construction to 
be executed in phases from 1979 to 1990, enabling the functionality of the 
building at each stage, although it was not anticipated as a system of pavil-
ions, but rather as an integral structure.

The construction of the building reflected the former Yugoslavia’s market 
and production capacities: the steel for the roof construction was supplied 
by a steel foundry in Sisak, aluminium for the roof came from a rolling mill in 
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Šibenik, it was assembled by a company from Skopje, etc. (Dejanović 2016: 
119). Synchronising the influx of materials with construction required what 
Dejanović refers to as “economic diplomacy”, since the amount of materials 
was limited and timing was crucial for such a short deadline.

The primary approach towards the building’s interior design was sim-
ple and innovative: the building’s technological systems (ventilation ducts 
in particular) are exposed and accessible, allowing for both fast installation 
and easy maintenance. The principle of a microclimate hall – which was not 
addressed as such at the time of building – provided excellent temperature 
regulation in the sports halls, which are wrapped in an air buffer zone consist-
ing of corridors and hallways. This provides satisfying indoor climate quality 
both in the arenas and halls, even in the building’s current state with little or 
no functioning air conditioning systems.

The development of the project documentation, even in parallel with the 
construction process, did not affect the development of all of spatial layers 
and scales. Based on the principle of standardisation and a systematic ap-
proach, the project was developed on all levels simultaneously, up to the 
smallest details of the interior: lighting fixtures, furniture, signage, and even 
the structure’s colour scheme, which was developed by the Academy of Arts 
in Sarajevo (Bogunović 2020). Thus, the building is considered an object 
of total design, envisioned as a whole, complex work of art, all of the details 
and elements of which are subordinated to the integral idea of the building. 
Over time, many non-structural elements of the interior have undergone 
alterations, viewed as separate, ephemeral elements subject to change and 
interpretation. These modifications were, as a rule, subordinated to the con-
cept of a particular unit – a retail space, café, or restaurant, without any con-
sideration for the integrity of the building, not only visually, but structurally 
and technologically as well. 

TRANSITIONS AND TRANSFORMATIONS

The facility’s organisation was transformed in the 1990s, as a result of the 
transition. Instead of the Vojvodina Sports and Business Centre Working Organ-
isation (Sr. Radna organizacija Sportski i poslovni centar “Vojvodina”), it was 



FROM SOCIALIST WELFARE TO CAPITALIST (IN)EFFICIENCY 169

transformed into the Vojvodina Sports and Business Centre ‘Vojvodina’ public 
company. This process was a common transformation underwent by numer-
ous self-managed organisations at the time, with both positive and negative 
outcomes. In the case of Spens, the process opened at least two issues. The 
creation of the public company was the consequence of the interest of the 
state, province, or city in directly managing a specific domain of the society or 
economy for which public interest existed. In the case of Spens, the city found 
itself in a position to manage the centre and develop its strategy in accordance 
with the public interest. However, like many other public companies, man-
agement positions and employment soon became an asset in political deals 
between political actors; this resulted in the public company’s management 
rapidly diverging from public needs and its revenue from rented spaces being 
managed with no real strategy for how to utilise, develop, or invest in the space 
over time. As they operate in the strategic domains of economics and busi-
ness, successfully managed public companies should be self-sustainable and 
even profitable. Emphasising the commercial potential of the space by placing 
the word ‘business’ in the name of the public company led to a misevalua-
tion of its market position and profitability, which were essentially oriented 
towards the public domain of sport, with business as merely an additional 
function. Among other things, this resulted in “the major current misconcep-
tion of the building nowadays: it is constantly criticised for its low revenues 
due to its poor management, aging structure, and unattractive retail space” 
(Konstantinović and Jović 2018: 184), although it was originally conceived 
as an urban public centre. Its original programme was developed precisely in 
this direction: to provide and host sports events and public gatherings, where 
commercial spaces supplemented the basic programme.7 Pressure to “com-
mercialise” its vacant spaces, which had been designed in accordance with 
special standards for the capacity of the sports venues, resulted in numerous 
alterations to the building; the spaces were partitioned, colonised, fragment-
ed, plastered with adverts, and reprogrammed, leaving the building’s spaces 
unrecognisable, its corridors unreachable, detached, and obsolete.

In 2016, the adjacent lot was sold to a private investor and a new shopping 
mall was built in less than 18 months, demonstrating the ‘effectiveness’ of pri-
vate capital and efficiency of retail space to generate money. The coexistence of 

7	 In the original design, commercial space was less than 10% of building’s area. Nowadays, it accounts for nearly 
20% of the building’s total area, shifting the programmatic concept of the building from public social functions 
to commercial ones.
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two ‘giants’ placed next to each other opened a new chapter in Spens’ history, 
in which the ‘business centre’ was compared to the new contemporary shop-
ping mall. Attempts to find a private strategic partner were unsuccessful (Grad 
Novi Sad, 2019). As its spaces had been conceptualised for an entirely differ-
ent programme, Spens was unable to generate sufficient income to ensure its 
own survival; this led to radical ideas for a ‘final solution’, including demolish-
ing the centre entirely, despite the fact that Novi Sad has no facility aside from 
Spens capable of housing professional sports events, or in fact sports events of 
any kind. As is generally the case, the deterioration of the building due to bad 
management and negligence resulted in numerous problems in operation, 
also making the space even more unappealing for commercial use of any kind. 
Vacant commercial space provides less income to the public company, which 
deteriorates even further, thus resulting in a vicious circle. This scenario has 
made potential demolition politically plausible, if one disregards the fact that 
public consensus should decide on the building’s future, as well as the fact that 
it hosts more than 820,000 visitors per year (Fig. 8g).

Fig. 8g. Current urban layout, with existing pedestrian routes (drawing and analysis: Višnja Žugić).
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CURRENT AMBIGUITIES: FROM DEMOLITION  
TO RECONSTRUCTION

Spens: (in) the image of the city

Today’s official cultural and tourism policies highlight the European image of 
the city through the presence of Central European architectural heritage. The 
main determinants of the city’s identity are thus the Petrovaradin fortress and 
the urban city centre characterised by “numerous buildings and palaces (…) 
constructed in the styles of classicism, eclecticism, secession, Bauhaus and 
moderna” (Novi Sad – Tourism Organisation, n.d.). Although the city was 
significantly developed and defined by modernisation processes and Modern 
style, the term ‘modern framework’ signifies only the “wide central Novi Sad 
Boulevard of modernly designed contours that still radiates the propinquity 
of the socialist period”, which merely indicates the existence of this period. 
Tourists’ final and most important destination is “a mixture of multi-ethnic 
architectural milieu typical of central Europe dating back to the 19th century 
and the early beginning of the 20th century. The urban city core is determined 
by towers and domes of protestant churches, a Greek-Catholic church, Syna-
gogues, Roman Catholic and Orthodox temples” (Novi Sad – Tourism Organ-
isation, n.d). The selection of buildings representing Novi Sad hail from the 
19th and 20th century eclecticist collection, in which Banovina is presented as a 
representation of the city’s modern history, together with – quite unexpected-
ly – Spens. In this kind of cultural discourse, where the Yugoslav architectural 
legacy remains fragmented and ‘unabsorbed’, the mention of Spens, whose po-
tential demolition is still being debated, becomes even more unusual.

The collapse of Yugoslavia initiated a complex process of introspection for 
its successor countries. One of these steps in this process is the shaping the 
perception of Yugoslav socialist architecture, and, in particular, “determining 
its contribution to the establishment of the Modern architectural tradition.” 
(Konstantinović and Jović 2019: 79). This addresses not only the issues of 
its stylistic evaluation – its quality in terms of its contribution to the general 
stream of (Western) Modernism – but also its programmatic consideration in 
terms of its the complex, unique social, political, and ideological roles. Thus, 
“the exclusion of the Yugoslav architectural oeuvre from the corpus of its ide-
ologies deprives it of its basic quality – social meaning – while considering it 
in these same frames in some cases diverts it from contemporary acceptance in 
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the complex conditions of post-Yugoslav times” (Konstantinović 2014: 233). 
This ambivalent process is evident on both a national and a local scale. 

As previously stressed, the recognition of the ‘modernist code’ in offi-
cial conceptions of urban and cultural policy is accidental; most often, it is 
‘transcoded’ into a symbol of a failed state and regime” (Konstantinović and 
Jović 2019: 80). Paradoxically, certain social groups equate themselves with 
this code as an element of visual identity, as the modern period of Novi Sad’s 
development represent the framework within which they established their tra-
ditions. In 2019, a large billboard appeared in the city marking the 30th anni-
versary of FC Vojvodina’s ultras supporter group; this billboard featured Spens 
“as a temporal and spatial reference point in their existence” (Konstantinović 
and Jović 2019: 80). The development of FC Vojvodina is tied to the football 
stadium, which was built a few decades before Spens. However, over time, 
these two facilities, which coexisted in the same quarter, developed a shared 
urban identity. They became a signifier of city sports programmes and history. 
However, in this case, even though the supporter group’s space is football sta-
dium, they decided to “represent” themselves by using Spens as an “unequiv-
ocal identification” of their “territory”, history, and belonging to the city of 
Novi Sad (Konstantinović and Jović 2019: 80) (Fig. 8h).

Fig. 8h. North façade illuminated from the inside during a public event. Source: Spens Archive.
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Ideology of the NEW 

It seems incredible that the size of a building alone embodies an  
ideological programme, independent of the will of its architects.

(Rem Koolhaas, Bigness or the Problem of Large)

Over time, the bigness and complexity of Spens became its burden. One issue 
is the mere fact that the building covers a surface area of 90,000m2, which 
in and of itself results in extraordinary maintenance costs. Another, much 
more important issue is the ideology embodied in its bigness, which medi-
ates the values and ideals of the troublesome socialist past. In this respect, 
Bede (2018: 439) proposes a hypothesis about the nature of Spens and three 
of Janković’s complexes, calling them “hybrid megastructures” that “embody 
the very hybridity and experimentality of the Yugoslav socialist project, 
which are facing a crisis due to the disappearance of the political and social 
system that produced them.” As a public building, it is invested with infor-
mation and meaning, and “what they [public buildings] offer is always more 
than just the built product alone” (Steiner 2011: 5). This means that they “ac-
cumulate symbolic meaning (…) as well as a system of fundamental infor-
mation about the context from which they originate, and which they deliver 
to history” (Konstantinović 2018: 114). From this perspective, bigness and 
complexity emphasize a narrowed reading of Spens’ symbolic meaning to an 
even greater degree – as a (big) sign of socialist failure, equated with similar 
projects of the socialist regime, disregarding the actual motives behind these 
particular projects.

In his influential essay, Koolhaas recognises another potential of the Big, 
not seen through the capacity of space, but the “potential for the reorganiza-
tion of the social world – a vastly richer programmation.” In the case of Spens, 
this changed perspective could be the starting point for a programmatic 
redefinition of its public spaces, which are currently seen only through the 
prism of commercialisation. “Through contamination rather than purity and 
quantity rather than quality, only Bigness can support genuinely new relation-
ships between functional entities that expand rather than limit their identities. 
The artificiality and complexity of Bigness release function from its defensive 
armor to allow a kind of liquefaction” (Koolhaas 1995). The “programmatic 
alchemy” thus resides in the proximity and congestion of users, programmes, 
and spatial opportunities for programmatic tension and friction. The centre 
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thus claims its urban necessity by providing urban programming, which can 
only happen in the critical mass and vastness of the Big.

If the Big “embodies an ideological programme”, the question is if this 
ideological layer can be reframed for contemporary use. If ideology lies at the 
centre of Big architecture, can we dismantle it, or perhaps provide a different 
dramaturgy for its reading? The potential of new programming could be the 
starting point for a new urban scenario, which could rest on detecting and 
enhancing the new ideals of the epoch, through which rebranding is possi-
ble. This does not mean abandoning the building’s initial use – sports and 
recreation – but rather placing it in the new perspective of the reframed pro-
grammatic concept. In this way, the NEW programme could promote a new 
ideology necessary for a NEW future. 
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man za računarstvo i automatiku Fakulteta tehničkih nauka, 2021).
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9.
“TODAY IS A GIFT FOR YOU, DEDICATE 

YOURSELVES TO TOMORROW!”; 
PRAGUE CASTLE AS A SPACE OF THE 

TRANSFORMATION OF CZECHOSLOVAK 
SOCIETY THROUGH EDUCATION, 

TECHNOLOGY, AND LEISURE IN THE 1960s

Veronika Rollová

In 1960, the Czechoslovak Communist Party declared that socialism had been suc-
cessfully established in the country. Prague Castle, an important symbol of Czecho-
slovak statehood and the seat of the President, was supposed to be transformed into 
a monument to the building of socialism. Its premises were not supposed to serve 
as a ‘passive’ reminder of this historical moment; instead, it was to become an active 
participant in the transformation of Czechs and Slovaks into ‘new people’ able to 
build communism during their lifetimes through the use of technological innova-
tion. A special council consisting of well-known architects, artists, scientists, and 
politicians was chaired by the president in order to plan a network of progressive 
museums in the former royal palaces, monasteries, and churches of Prague Castle, 
accompanied by new, ostentatiously modernist buildings. As a result of political lib-
eralisation during the 1960s, this project, which had originally focused on political 
education, slowly shifted towards the creation of a place for art and leisure.

Keywords: socialist architecture, socialist Modernism, history of exhibitions, exhi-
bition design, leisure, Czechoslovakia, Prague Castle, 1960s

INTRODUCTION

Czechoslovakia in the 1950s and 1960s was a state oriented towards the fu-
ture.1 “A Soviet citizen might believe or disbelieve in a radiant future,” wrote 

1	 This paper is part of the project Architecture and Czech Politics from the 19th–21st Century realized by the 
Department of Art Theory and History at the Academy of Art, Architecture and Design, and supported by 
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Sheila Fitzpatrick with a reference to Zinoviev, “but could not be ignorant 
that one was promised.” (Fitzpatrick 1999: 67) This was a description of 
the reality of the USSR in the 1930s; although the USSR was radically dif-
ferent from Czechoslovakia after the Second World War, this specific aspect 
was valid for both societies. The main purpose of the promised future was to 
create a Communist society wherein labour would be liberated and fulfilling 
for all its citizens. However, as in every Socialist country, there was a crucial 
internal contradiction – a new world was needed, but the people who were 
supposed to build it were of the old kind, educated under capitalism, living 
in a built environment designed to serve an antiquated system of the past. In 
1960, Czechoslovakia came to a turning point: the Communist Party (Komu-
nistická strana Československa, KSČ) declared that socialism had been suc-
cessfully established in the country. This was an important step on the way to 
communism, a stage only the USSR had previously reached. This declaration 
was formally backed by the successful elimination of private small-scale pro-
duction, but the main reason for this announcement was the atmosphere of 
uncertainty covering the Eastern Bloc in the aftermath of the 20th Congress of 
the Communist Party of the Soviet Union and Khrushchev’s famous speech. 
In 1956, Czechoslovakia found itself in a good economic condition, and the 
reaction of the people to Khrushchev’s speech was rather weak in comparison 
to that in Hungary or Poland. Still, KSČ decided to focus on a new kind of 
propaganda to prevent any unrest in the future. Fifteen years after the end of 
the war, a new generation had come and a fresh approach was needed. Party 
leaders decided to show this success to the citizens: they declared the comple-
tion of the building of socialism, the beginning of a path towards communism, 
and issued a new constitution that solidified the party’s leadership position.

The party itself faced new challenges: it moved away from the cult of per-
sonality, examining and rhetorically accentuating the principle of collective 
leadership instead. Czechoslovak society as a whole was changing drastically 
in the early 1960s. A new generation was growing up who did not remem-
ber the war. It was necessary to educate them, to turn them into political-
ly engaged individuals, to make them enthusiastic to build communism. 
However, the same tools could not be used to motivate them to work or even 
to dedicate their leisure time to volunteer projects as the generation before 
them had done to rectify the devastation of war. The 1960s were a decade of 

the Ministry of Culture of the Czech Republic in the Applied Research and Development of National and 
Cultural Identity (NAKI II, code DG18P02OVV041).
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rapid changes; this included a new approach toward leisure and new tech-
nological challenges. This chapter will focus on these two issues and explore 
the party’s strategies in cooperation with other groups of experts to create 
a ‘new man’ for this new era. The party struggled to find a solution: their 
approach to propaganda at the very beginning of the 1960s mirrored the en-
thusiastic Stalinist 1950s in some aspects, but society had changed too much 
during the past decade for this to resonate well. A new image of the future 
was needed, and it had to be communicated differently. The ‘expert culture’ 
was growing at the time, and the experts were heavily influenced by this new 
approach (Sommer 2016: 138–157).

I shall now turn my attention towards Prague Castle, the seat of the 
Czechoslovak president and an important architectural landmark, and follow 
a shift in the attitudes of politicians, artists, architects, and other experts who 
began to think of the castle not only as a symbol, but also as a potentially 
important space where the general public could engage in various education-
al and leisure activities. After the issue of the new Socialist Constitution in 
1960, it was also declared that Prague Castle would become a monument 
to the successful establishment of socialism. What was its role in the educa-
tion of these potential new, communist men? How did the planned recon-
struction of this important historical site connect to the new, fresh face of 
socialism in Czechoslovakia in the 1960s? Which ideas was its architectural 
transformation supposed to represent, and what was it supposed to look like? 
What links are there between all of the above and the “civilization of leisure”2 
anticipated for the 1960s?

PRAGUE CASTLE: A SYMBOL OF STATE POWER

Prague Castle is a complex of palaces, churches, courtyards, and gardens 
situated on a hill in the capital city, which has evolved for more than a thou-
sand years and become one of the most spacious palace complexes in the 
world. Its silhouette with the towers of St. Vitus Cathedral is familiar to every 
Czech and Slovak, not only because it is visible from everywhere in Prague 
city centre, but also because it has been used as a symbol: the highest secular 

2	 Joffre Dumazedier’s famous work Towards a Civilization of Leisure was published in 1962, the English translation 
was published in 1967.
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and sacral power in the Czech lands met there. Since the beginning of the 
20th century, it has been associated above all with the idea of Czechoslovak 
democratic statehood and with the president, who both ruled from and lived 
in the castle. The first Czechoslovak president, Tomáš Garrigue Masaryk, in-
vited Slovenian architect Josip Plečnik to transform the complex, which had 
been neglected by the Habsburgs since the late 18th century, into the seat of a 
modern democracy. The castle’s location was once at the outskirts of the city, 
but its location eventually became more central as Prague grew rapidly in the 
interwar era. The complex sprawls across the top of a hill and is not to easily 
reached. Prague’s residents would not walk through the complex to run their 
regular errands: its gardens have always been a popular destination for strolls 
on Sundays or special occasions. Visitors from other regions would come to 
the castle during their stay in Prague to encounter the history of the state. All 
of these habits were examined in the 1950s and 1960s and used to develop a 
new concept of how the castle could function as a public space. 

During the Second World War, the castle served as the headquarters of the 
Nazi Party. Before they began to think about its symbolic potential (Albert 
Speer reportedly planned to turn it into a “castle of the German Kaisers”), 
they used it mostly as an ammunition warehouse; after the war, the condition 
of many of its buildings was rather alarming, with even state rooms serving 
as workshops or warehouses.3 Masaryk’s successor Edvard Beneš resumed 
his position as president in 1945, and two of the castle’s architects returned 
with him: Otto Rothmayer, Plečnik’s student who had worked at the Castle 
since 1921, and Pavel Janák, one of the most influential Czechoslovak ar-
chitects of the interwar era with great experience in reconstructing histor-
ical landmarks. Interwar Czechoslovakia was a parliamentary republic, but 
President Masaryk was a highly respected figure; since his time, the symbolic 
power of the office of the president has always been important to the coun-
try in spite of its rather limited executive power. Masaryk was also closely 
personally connected to the castle, and Beneš followed in his footsteps in 
this regard. Backed by prominent art historians, Beneš and Janák imagined 
the complex’s role as a cultural centre with a gallery space and a museum 
(Hnídková 2013: 480–481) that would present the palace’s unique architec-
tural history to both visitors, who enjoyed visiting the castle on their Sunday 

3	 Even in the 1960s many originally representational spaces functioned as storages or improvised offices of 
institutions.
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walks, and official state visitors, for whom a circuit of state rooms was being 
built throughout the entire interwar period in Prague Castle’s New Palace. 
However, before any of these concepts could be implemented, a coup d’etat 
took place in February 1948. KSČ became the only ruling force in the coun-
try. Later this same year, a new president was elected by the party-controlled 
parliament – Communist Party first chairman Klement Gottwald, known as 
“the first worker-president”. 

The Communist party promised a radical transformation of society, in 
which art should be available to everyone, not only ‘snobs from Prague’; the 
working class had symbolically ‘conquered’ the castle through Gottwald, 
from which point it was no longer a place for aristocrats, according to the of-
ficial narrative. However, instead of its gates opening more than ever to prove 
its symbolical availability to all the people, all the gardens were closed during 
Gottwald’s presidency; the Royal Garden’s fence was even covered with 
planks to block the view of the worker-president’s residence. In the egalitar-
ian People’s Republic of Czechoslovakia, the president lived in a castle and 
flirted with an image of a monarch. The aura of uniqueness surrounding the 
complex was thus transferred to the newly established artistic institutions 
within it, which were also supposed to serve as a model for other complexes 
built according to the same principles. The centralism typical of Stalinist-era 
Czechoslovakia was reflected in the crucial role of the cultural section of the 
Office of the President of the Republic (OPR),4 whose power reached con-
siderably beyond the borders of the castle complex. While the OPR empha-
sised that the cosmopolitan and individualistic approach of Josip Plečnik was 
unsuitable for Prague Castle and was not to be followed anymore, the scope 
of personal and stylistic continuity in the field of architecture remained 
astonishing. Both interwar architects Janák and Rothmayer remained in 
their positions. However, some minor shifts significant for the early 1950s 
did foreshadow future changes. In 1950, Socialist Realism was declared the 
only suitable style of artwork for Czechoslovak artists and architects at the 
1st Congress of the Czechoslovak Union of Fine Artists. Renovations to 
the castle in the early 1950s were not influenced by this new approach, but 

4	 Buildings and palaces within the Prague Castle complex were owned by different owners after 1918, which 
complicated the execution of any architectural changes. After 1948, most of them were transferred to the 
ownership of the OPR, which was the only entity responsible for the preservation of monuments, recon-
struction, etc. in the area. Archive of Prague Castle (APC), Office of the President of the Republic (OPR). File 
no. 400.000, 1948–1964, inv. no. 176, sg. 404 730/64, c. 34, case ref. no. 404.914/60, Poznámky ke 4. schůzi 
Ideové rady pro úpravy Pražského hradu, 1960.
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Socialist Realism did reach the castle through the new Riding Hall Gallery, 
which was opened in 1949 – not through the reconstruction of the baroque 
Riding Hall into a modern exhibition space itself, but through the prominent 
‘model’ art shows that took place there.5 The Museum of Gifts to Klement 
Gottwald was opened in 1952 to exhibit gifts given to the president by the 
people of Czechoslovakia and formulate a narrative of Czechoslovak history 
after World War II told through the personal story of the president, whose 
cult the museum celebrated. Gottwald died unexpectedly in 1953, just nine 
days after Stalin; a political thaw slowly began in Czechoslovakia, and the 
castle began to change as well. The council of experts in charge of planning 
the renovations stated explicitly that the castle should not only function as 
the seat of the president, but should also serve the people and their cultural, 
political, and educational needs.6 This change in approach was crucial in de-
fining the castle’s upcoming transformation.

EDUCATION AND LEISURE IN POST-WAR 
CZECHOSLOVAKIA AND THE ROLE OF THE MUSEUM 

After World War II, the standard of living grew across Europe, and with it 
people’s amount of ‘free time’ and the number of possible ways to spend it. 
Czechoslovakia was no exception in this regard; one of the goals of the party 
was to influence this sphere of people’s lives to make them gravitate towards 
culture and cultivate their knowledge. Historian Cornelia Kühn focused on 
the merging of work and leisure in Eastern Bloc countries, emphasising the 
concept of art and culture as tools also intended to increase productivity 
(Kühn 2013: 35–36). Discussions on leisure time intensified in Czechoslo-
vakia in 1956 (Franc and Knapík 2013: 51); the importance of the subject 
grew among sociologists, architects, and other specialists on both sides of the 
Iron Curtain. The party considered leisure time an important battlefield even 
before 1956, which was supposed to be spent enjoying strictly necessary 
physical rest and undertaking appropriate political activities and education.

The Communist Party organised their regular meetings in the historic 
rooms of the Old Palace at Prague Castle; it never tried to find any other 

5	 The 1st Congress of the Czechoslovak Union of Fine Artists in 1950 took place in Riding Hall as well.
6	 APC, OPR. File no. 400.000, 1948–1964, inv. no. 176, sg. 404 730/64, c. 33, Zásady pro práci Stavební a památ-

kové správy Pražského hradu.
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place for the presidential seat or for its own meetings. The continuity they 
needed and the legitimacy of their rule was supported by their presence in 
the castle complex. After 1953, the OPR also came to realize that it was the 
ideal place from which the proclaimed historical inevitability of party rule 
could be best understood by the citizens. After 1948, exhibitions became 
the first medium through which the new historical narrative was introduced 
to the general public; while writing and publishing history textbooks was a 
lengthy process, decent exhibition attendance could be arranged by trans-
porting workers directly from their workplaces by bus. The first history mu-
seums were founded in the early 1950s to serve as a crucial deposit of cultural 
memory, as noted by Aleida Assmann (2006). Historian Vítězslav Sommer 
described the new narrative presented by these museums as a traditional na-
tionalist approach coming to terms with the Marxist-Leninist explanation of 
the past (Sommer 2012: 86−88). The installations tried to emotionally affect 
the viewer; there were historical objects (‘relics’ of the martyrs of the new 
regime), contemporary sculptures, and often rhyming slogans, which were 
supposed to lead visitors to a pre-defined understanding of the exhibition. 
As a medium, exhibitions retained their importance in the upcoming decade, 
but technological changes and a new approach towards free time meant they 
needed to change to retain their audience.

SCIENCE, TECHNOLOGY, AND LEISURE AS  
SOCIOLOGICAL CONCEPTS

Sociology as a scientific discipline was destroyed on an institutional level in 
Czechoslovakia after the communist coup in the early 1950s. The Czechoslo-
vak Academy of Sciences’ Institute of Sociology was re-established in 1965 
after a long break7 with leisure as one of its key research subjects; a special sec-
tion dedicated to the topic was run by Blanka Filipcová. Her theory defined 
leisure time as a specific category in contrast to the simple division between 

7	 The Academy of Sciences, established in 1953, was itself based on a Soviet model. During the interwar era, 
the most important institutes in the field of Sociology were the Masaryk Sociological Society (1925−1950) 
and the Social Institute of the Czechoslovak Republic (1920−1941). In 1970, the Institute of Sociology at 
the Czechoslovak Academy of Sciences was transformed into Institute of Philosophy and Sociology after the 
involvement of some of the institute’s prominent members in the 1968 reform process. https://encyklopedie.
soc.cas.cz/w/Sociologick%C3%BD_%C3%BAstav_%C4%8CSAV.

https://encyklopedie.soc.cas.cz/w/Sociologick%C3%BD_%C3%BAstav_%C4%8CSAV
https://encyklopedie.soc.cas.cz/w/Sociologick%C3%BD_%C3%BAstav_%C4%8CSAV
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working and non-working time, which she saw as too heavily based in the 
sphere of economics (Filipcová 1966: 653). During the 1960s, sociologists 
began to approach free time not only as time needed for individuals to rest 
for the coming work-day – and which should be spent educating oneself – 
but rather as time needed for the inner balance of every human being,8 which 
did not have to be spent ‘actively’ cultivating one’s skills and knowledge. 
Filipcová stressed that no direct benefit should be expected from leisure time 
and that no activity should be considered intrinsically more valuable than 
another simply because it is ‘active’; participation in amateur theatre of poor 
quality is thus considered no more valuable than the ‘passive’ act of watch-
ing an intellectually demanding play (Filipcová 1966: 661). Even the official 
materials of the party on leisure time began to express this new sociological 
viewpoint (Franc and Knapík 2013: 53–58). 

At the beginning of the 1960s, party ideologists and leaders began search-
ing for a way to recast Czechoslovak socialism in a new light; this culminated 
during the Prague Spring of 1968, which was suppressed by the armies of 
the Warsaw Pact in the summer of this same year. Preparations for what was 
considered the biggest challenge of the upcoming years stood at the heart of 
this new concept of socialism – the so-called “scientific and technological 
revolution” (STR).9 It was generally understood that technology was rapidly 
changing the world and the Eastern Bloc needed to be ready to take a lead-
ing position in the field. Socialist theory saw technology as a crucial tool by 
which to liberate people from the most mundane and hard labour, thus en-
abling them to have more leisure time as well. A specialised group of experts 
led by philosopher Radovan Richta was established at the Czechoslovak 
Academy of Sciences in 1966 to study the social and humanist context of the 
STR (Sommer 2017). The principle of collective decision-making was not 
reserved for politics in the narrowest sense; it was also applied to coopera-
tion among experts. Richta’s team consisted of philosophers, historians, so-
ciologists (including Filipcová), medical doctors, architects, and other pro-
fessionals who all participated in this search for a vision of a socialist future. 
They summarised their ideas in the 1966 book Civilization at a Crossroads: 

8	 The position of women was very important to Filipcová; her research focused on the amount of time women 
spent doing housework, which prevented them both from relaxing and from educating themselves in the 
same way men could (they spent 4 to 6 times more time per week doing housework than men) (Filipcová 
1966: 653).

9	 Maroš Krivý deals with the important concept of “living environment” within the STR in his study Automation 
or Meaning? Socialism, Humanism and Cybernetics in Etarea (2019).
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the Social and Human Implications of the Scientific and Technological Revolution 
(Civilizace na rozcestí: společenské a lidské souvislosti vědecko-technické revo-
luce),10 which was printed for the 13th Congress of KSČ. One of the book’s 
hypotheses was that the industrial production system used ‘ready-made’ 
people with narrow skillsets; however, the STR was not only an opportunity 
to increase production and economic progress, but above all a chance for 
people to self-realize. People needed high-quality education to be able to find 
fulfilment in the rapidly changing sphere of labour; in the era of the STR, all 
individuals were supposed to be actively responsible for their own education 
and focus on their creative abilities rather than being educated by somebody 
else (Richta 1969: 113−166). 

PRAGUE CASTLE AS A MONUMENT OF THE SUCCESSFUL 
ESTABLISHMENT OF SOCIALISM

At the very end of the 1950s, all political efforts were aimed at declaring the 
successful establishment of socialism. A new era also began for Prague Cas-
tle, its architecture, and its perceived purpose. The castle was finally to be 
opened to the masses to an unprecedented degree: all the gardens and most 
of the churches and palaces were to be opened to visitors, not only to show its 
historical interiors, but to spread a message about contemporary Czechoslo-
vakia. But who was supposed to formulate this message? In the interwar era, 
this responsibility fell to the president in close cooperation with a carefully 
chosen architect; in the late 1940s and early 1950s, Gottwald relied more on 
his office and the trusted head of its culture section, while in the late 1950s – 
after the cult of personality was abolished – this message was formulated by 
a collective of experts. The Ideological Committee for the Reconstruction of 
Prague Castle was established in 1959 with President Antonín Novotný as its 
leader and directly subordinate to his office (OPR) as its advisory organ. Its 
members were politicians, artists, architects, art historians, and other experts 
representing prominent state institutions. These institutions underwent rap-
id changes throughout the 1960s, new personalities were put in leadership 
positions and new ideas emerged; throughout this transformation, even the 
Ideological Committee changed, as did its approach to the reconstruction 

10	 The book was published in English in 1969.
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of the castle and the message it was supposed to communicate. The Prague 
Spring is often attributed to the party allowing open discussion between ex-
perts regarding economics, which resulted in ideas of reform emerging on 
numerous levels, threatening the collapse of the political system entirely. 
This unprecedently open debate spread to other expert circles and newspa-
pers, and could no longer be stopped by the party – the basic principles of 
Czechoslovak socialism were questioned and subject to criticism. This ener-
gy to find new solutions and abandon the older patterns is also apparent at 
Prague Castle.

Prague Castle and its most prominent monuments were not only intend-
ed to guide its visitors through Czech(oslovak) history,11 but to also show 
them the current success of socialism, which was presented as the legitimate 
heir to the glorious past, and to outline its promising future. Records from 
the Ideological Committee’s meetings mention the concept of the Scientific 
and Technological Revolution; however, there were no overlaps in personnel 
with Richta’s team. Nevertheless, the idea of technological progress is a ubiq-
uitous theme in the reconstruction of the castle – history met a bold future 
in the Prague Castle complex. A common principle in the renovations was 
to enhance the evident historical qualities of existing buildings and intercon-
nect them with openly Modernist additions built out of iron and glass. The 
continuity between the past and the future was also a crucial motif in the 
narrative presented in Prague Castle’s museums. With the new Riding Hall 
gallery and its biennial modern art exhibitions, the castle became a centre 
and model for other institutions in the field of contemporary art. This prin-
ciple was developed further in the 1960s: palaces, churches, and other build-
ings were to accommodate a structured system of new prominent museums. 
The interest of potential visitors was certain: people came for walks in great 
numbers and the newly opened gardens immediately became very popular. 
Citizens also wrote letters to the OPR asking about potential reconstruction; 
even the number of foreign visitors grew.12

11	 The relationship of Prague Castle and its museums to Slovak history was never resolved, which resulted in 
many tensions. A rather small number of Slovak artists were commissioned to work for the castle; Slovak 
subjects presented in the installations were usually no more than an appendix to a story structured by 
events relevant to Czech history.

12	 I focus only on the ideologically most important projects in this study, but there was also a more prac-
tical side to the reconstruction: basic tourist infrastructure was built with snack-bars and pubs, parking 
lots, and public bathrooms. The number of visitors grew from 1 million to 3 million between 1960 and 
1965, 800,000 visitors came from abroad (400,000 from Western countries). APC, OPR. File no. 400.000, 
1948–1964, inv. no. 176, c. 36, Předběžná informativní zpráva o průběhu návštěvnosti na PH v roce 1966.
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The concept of leisure as time to relax reached the castle mainly through a 
planned project that the Ideological Committee often described as the most 
important part of the reconstruction: the ‘Path of Socialism’.13 This was to be 
a walking trail connecting Prague Castle and its gardens to the city, offering 
beautiful views of the castle complex. In 1959, the Ideological Committee 
planned for a number of contemporary sculptures to line the path, symbol-
ising Czechoslovakia’s path towards socialism. An invitational architectural 
tender was held in 1960; the registered projects show a unifying approach 
with a distinct sense of monumentality and a certain suppression of nature 
in favour of paved surfaces, geometrical fountains, and small pavilions. These 
designs were never realised, and the entire project was put on hold. The 
whole idea of transforming Prague Castle was both enormously ambitious 
and simultaneously disorganised; by 1961, the Ideological Committee had 
realised it was necessary to break this process into logical steps. Some other 
tasks had to be completed – as did the architectural layout of some adjoining 
locations – and broader consequences considered before construction on 
the Path of Socialism could begin. The project was revised in 1967 as the 
approach to ‘free time’ had changed. It was no longer necessary to educate 
visitors about the development of socialism during their walks; progressive 
contemporary sculptors such as Stanislav Kolíbal or Miloslav Chlupáč were 
asked to provide abstract works of art instead. This time, the architects and 
the committee took a different approach to the path: it was supposed to offer 
some “green space inside of the city” and a space to relax. The Ideological 
Committee suggested making small adjustments to the gardens instead of 
adding extensive paved surfaces; they also suggested the path be marked only 
with street lights of a different colour or intensity than in the rest of the city.14 
In 1968, the entire renovation project stopped before work on the path could 
begin, but the changes that took place in the 1960s are apparent even from 
the plans themselves; this was not only a new understanding of leisure, but 
also a discussion about the “living environment”;15 this was an important 

13	 APC, OPR. File no. 400.000, 1948–1964, inv. no. 105, sg. 402 906, Námět na vybudování Aleje socialismu z 
29. 10. 1959.

14	 APC, OPR. File no. 400.000, 1948–1964, inv. no. 176, sg. 404 730/64, c. 36, case ref. no. S I a/5−57, Návrh 
zprávy i přípravě studijních prací na realizaci Aleje socialismu a vypsání soutěže na řešení I. etapy procházející 
chráněným územím PH a Chotkovými sady k 1. červenci 1967 (předkládá s. Novák, s. Gočár a s. Hoffmeister), 
1966, p. 5.

15	 This concept was developed by The Cabinet of Theory of Architecture and Creation of Living Environ-
ment at the Czechoslovak Academy of Sciences (1964−1971) and its key proponents, architects Zdeněk 
Lakomý and Otakar Nový participated in Richta‘s project. 
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concept in the complex approach to the socialist built environment, which 
also stressed the importance of nature, parks, and other green areas in the 
city (Fig. 9a, 9b). 

Fig. 9a. Karel Firbas, proposed new entry bridge to Prague Castle, 1964. Photo: Ondřej Přibyl, 2019. Source: Prague 
Castle Archives. Nová plánová sbírka, 1918–současnost, sg. 10 110, inv. no. 13.

Fig. 9b. Otakar Kuča, Jan Nováček, Jiří Ulman, a study of the Path to Socialism, 1961. Photo: Ondřej Přibyl, 2019. 
Source: Prague Castle Archives. Nová plánová sbírka, 1918−současnost, sg. S 61, inv. no. 6.
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THE MEDIUM OF EXHIBITIONS IN THE 1960s AND 
HISTORICAL EXHIBITIONS AT PRAGUE CASTLE

Czechoslovakia received awards for its exhibition design at the 1958 Brussels 
World Fair, thus affirming the state’s re-orientation in accordance with Social-
ist Modernist style. Two years later, in the year of the new constitution, a new 
specialised national enterprise was established to realise ambitious exhibition 
projects. This enterprise displayed a number of the pillars of Czechoslovak 
exhibition design: the uniting idea, teams consisting of specialists from differ-
ent fields, spectacular installations using new technology, and exhibits with a 
combination of historical monuments, contemporary art (with an emphasis 
on traditional materials such as textile or glass), and industrial design. Socialist 
Czechoslovakia tried to broadcast a message about its technological advance-
ment through its major exhibition projects (both domestic and abroad); in 
Brussels, the Laterna Magika performance was successfully used to reach 
this goal. It was a multimedia theatre format combining live actors with pro-
jections (Česálková and Svatoňová 2019). The Brussels performance also 
included folklore dances: the contrast between traditional and progressive 
elements had been typical of the Czechoslovak approach to state exhibitions 
since the late 1950s; the transformation of Prague Castle took advantage of 
this tension as well. It was especially hoped that younger audiences would be 
won over by spectacular exhibition installations with neon tubes and screens.

Richta’s team’s concept of STR relied on the will of the people to educate 
and develop themselves; these new exhibition installations at Prague Castle 
promised to be more engaging. In 1958, the Museum of Gifts to Klement 
Gottwald (which had been open for 6 years, but was already obsolete) was 
closed, to be replaced by a more ambitious project. The Ideological Committee 
was no longer interested in the story of Prague Castle and its architecture, 
or that of a single president and his contribution to the state. They planned 
to turn the castle into a place where the official narrative of Czechoslovak 
history as a whole would be formulated and told, where its most important 
monuments and objects would be displayed. They intended to open appeal-
ing spaces to the public (especially the Old Palace) to present a historical 
narrative legitimising socialist rule and suppressing the symbolic power of 
the sacral monuments within the complex. Two history museums were to 
be established: the Monument to the History of the Czechoslovak People 
was to cover the timespan from the 9th century until 1945, while the Palace 
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of Labour was to continue from 1945 with the story of Czechoslovakia and 
the building of socialism. Neither was realised as planned by the Ideological 
Committee during the 1960s, but detailed exhibition plans were prepared; 
a number of short-term history exhibitions held in the castle’s historic inte-
riors provide a certain image of how these museums might have looked.

The Monument to the History of the Czechoslovak People was to be es-
tablished in the Monastery of St. George and St. George’s Basilica, founded in 
920 and rebuilt many times in the following centuries. The Bohemian Crown 
Jewels – a symbol of the connection between sacral and secular rule – were 
traditionally held in St. Vitus’ Cathedral in the Prague Castle complex; these 
were displayed on special occasions and were subject to the great interest of 
the general public. The Ideological Committee proposed to move them to 
a special exhibition installation within the Monument to the History of the 
Czechoslovak People, which would be opened to the public once a year on 
International Workers’ Day. This act would transfer part of the atmosphere of 
the cathedral to the new museum.16 The ideological committee decided that 
other proposed exhibits should represent a selection of the most important 
objects from existing Czechoslovak museums. This decision caused great out-
rage, especially from Slovak institutions, and contributed to the failure of the 
monument project. The authors of the exhibition design (historians, politi-
cians, and architects) prepared multiple tours through the monument; for the 
masses and foreign tourists, this included only the most important moments 
in Czechoslovak history (mostly mass uprisings against either the Catholic 
Church or the nobility), while a more detailed story was available to those in-
terested. The emphasis was placed (albeit somewhat ironically) on the idea of 
historical unity between the Czechs and Slovaks. The first drafts of the exhibi-
tion were drawn up in 1960 by the Ideological Committee, who stressed that 
the main goal was to inspire feelings of patriotism in visitors. In the 1960s, the 
new concept of ‘Socialist Patriotism’ was intended to closely tie patriotism to 
solidarity with other socialist countries; however, the Ideological Committee 
still planned for the castle to be primarily oriented towards the national as-
pect. In contrast to the early 1950s, an aura of objectivity was more important 
for exhibition installations in the 1960s: glowing diagrams and maps and were 
supposed to appear next to historical exhibits (Fig. 9c, 9d). 

16	 APC, OPR. File no. 176, sg. 404 730/64, c. 34, inv. no. 402.867/61, Památník dějin československého lidu 
(předkládá J. Macek).
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The Palace of Labour introduced a more experimental approach to potential 
visitors: the display of Czechoslovak history after World War II was supposed 
to culminate in an annually updated installation of the best Czechoslovak 
inventions, prototypes, and artwork, the creators of which would personally 
receive an award from the president at the exhibition every year on 1 May. 
For the rest of the year, buses would bring visitors from all around the coun-
try to admire the successes of their hard-working colleagues. Prague Castle’s 
unique atmosphere would enhance the importance of this ritual, which relied 
heavily on the personality of the president, who was once again more in the 
role of monarch than that of a member of the working class. Simultaneously, 
any hard-working citizen was able to receive this award. The Palace of La-
bour was supposed to be housed in Lobkowicz Palace, which once housed 

Fig. 9c. St. George’s Basilica and Monastery were intended to be the 
seat of the Monument to the History of the Czechoslovak People. 
Source: Emanuel Poche, Zdeněk Wirth: Karel Plicka. Pražský hrad, Praha 
1965, 56.

Fig. 9d. Exhibition design of a historiographic exhibi-
tion entitled “Great Moravia”, which was held at the 
Gothic Vladislav Hall at Prague Castle’s Old Palace, 
1964. Source: Marcel Deyl, Výstavy a jejich tvůrci. Dva-
cet let národního podniku Výstavnictví: 1947−1967, 
Praha 1967.
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the Museum of the Gifts to Klement Gottwald. The Union of Czechoslovak 
Architects stated that “we can better imagine this kind of monument made of 
aluminium, glass, and concrete”, and insisted that small Baroque rooms were 
not best suited for the suggested exhibits, including such items as a model of 
Sputnik or huge industrial machines.17 Like the Path of Socialism, the Palace 
of Labour project also underwent a transformation throughout the 1960s, in 
this case initiated by the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia’s Institute of 
Historiography, which had been invited to participate in writing the museum’s 
exhibition design in 1962. The field of historiography underwent a reform of 
its own, turning its attention back to the roots of the party and the impor-
tance of the workers. The collective became the main ‘hero’ of the museum’s 
exhibition installations; it was not the story of the state told through Klement 
Gottwald as its leader anymore, but rather that of a nation as a collective body, 
struggling to build socialism and communism through shared effort. A ‘Poly-
ecran’ was suggested to represent this idea – a multimedia projection made 
of independent screens assembled in the shape of Czechoslovakia, projecting 
film loops of labourers working; another film focused on the subject of labour 
was to be made each month and screened at the palace (Fig. 9e). 

Image 5

Zdeněk Hölzel, design of the courtyard of the Palace of Labour at Lobkowicz Palace with the new addition of a 
glass ceiling, 1962. Photo: Ondřej Přibyl, 2019 (Copyright © Archive of Prague Castle. Sbírka architektonických 
studií a soutěží, sg. S 25, inv. no. 9).

17	 APC, OPR. File no. 400.000, 1948–1964, inv. no. 176, sg. 404 730/64, c. 33, case ref. no. 405.704/61, Palác 
práce.

Fig. 9e. Zdeněk Hölzel, design of the courtyard of the Palace of Labour at Lobkowicz Palace with the new addition 
of a glass ceiling, 1962. Photo: Ondřej Přibyl, 2019. Source: Prague Castle Archives. Sbírka architektonických studií a 
soutěží, sg. S 25, inv. no. 9.



TODAY IS A GIFT FOR YOU 193

NEW MEN OF THE COMMUNIST FUTURE

Among the numerous failed ambitious projects, one project was successfully 
realised: the House of Czechoslovak Children. This allows us to compare the 
goals of the Ideological Committee with the final outcome and study how 
this project became part of citizens’ social reality. On 5 October 1963, Pres-
ident Antonín Novotný made a speech at the opening of the house, which 
he began with: “Dear children, comrade Pioneers!”18 This building was in-
tended for children only – no one older than 15 was allowed to enter. Par-
ents had to stay outside while their children met politicians, writers, actors, 
and singers. In 1960, the Ideological Committee decided that the Burgrave’s 
House and several other buildings across from the Palace of Labour were 
to be reconstructed. The tower of the Burgrave’s House was renovated and 
the building covered with sgraffito. A new Modernist glass foyer designed by 
Josef Hlavatý, a student of Otto Rothmayer, was built with technologically 
innovative elements, such as a heating system built into the ceiling. “This is a 
House of Czechoslovak Children, not a palace,” emphasized the Ideological 
Committee; the building was intentionally not monumental, as was the trend 
for buildings designated for children in other countries as well (Fig. 9f).19 

President Antonín Novotný announced the successful establishment of 
socialism in 1960, also declaring that the children of the day would experi-
ence communism in their lifetime – and that they were needed to make this 
possible. The concept of STR came into play here: one of the main goals of 
the house was to make children choose jobs in the field of technology; well-
equipped rooms with models of lathes, diagrams of coal-mines, and short-
term exhibitions about industry were prominent assets of the house. The 
idea of responsible self-fulfilment could be found there as well. The house 
was structured into club-rooms: a literary room offered the newest books 
and magazines for children; a music room offered a record player with the 
newest LPs; children were encouraged to learn new skills at pottery and art 

18	 Pioneers were members of the Pioneer Organization of the Socialist Youth Union.
19	 A similar approach is described by Susan E. Reid in reference to the Pioneer Palace, Moscow, which was 

finished one year before the Prague Castle project (Reid 2002). There are not any mentions in the OPR 
documents, that the Czechoslovak team would follow the Soviet project. A detailed information was is-
sued in a Czechoslovak architectural magazine, but only after the opening of the House (Švidkovskij 1964: 
108–112). A non-monumental approach toward architecture for children was described also in relation to 
post-war United Kingdom (Kozlovsky 2013: 11).
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workshops or the radio and TV broadcast club. The Union of Socialist Youth 
participated in preparations for the design of the house, focusing on its role 
as that of a central Pioneer-clubhouse: kids from across the country would 
travel there to be sworn into the Pioneers; the best children’s artwork was 
displayed here to be admired by peers; meetings with children from other so-
cialist countries were organised there. The house was intended to become a 
parallel to the Palace of Labour for the youngest generation and form a tradi-
tion: visitors were supposed to experience important landmarks connecting 
individuals to society and admire the successes of particular individuals at 
Prague Castle, close to the party and the president. One of the most import-
ant purposes of the House to the OPR was the possibility for children to stay 
at the house while their parents visited the other museums at the castle.

Fig. 9f. Tradition meets innovation: the old Burgrave’s House with new sgrafitto and a Modernist foyer designed by 
Josef Hlavatý resulted in the new House of Czechoslovak Children in 1963. Photo: Prokop Paul.
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Even though the house was not a museum, many exhibition design strategies 
were applied here, resulting in criticism from contemporary reviewers (Het-
teš 1963: 22–23).20 Significant attention was paid to the role of artwork in the 
architecture of the house; artists were chosen through invitational tenders. 
In 1960, the Ideological Committee, represented by architect Jiří Gočár and 
sculptor Vincenc Makovský, formulated a number of works of art to be de-
signed, such as sculptures representing the “relationship of the working class 
towards youth” or portraits of “Youth Heroes” for the foyer. Nevertheless, 
only two years later, when selecting the winning works of art for the tenders, 
the Ideological Committee almost never selected works of realism or those 
with a straightforward propaganda message. No optimistic sculptures of pi-
oneers were realised; instead, abstract sculpture-totems made of crystal and 
iron by well-known glass artists Jaroslava Brychtová and Stanislav Libenský 
were installed in the hall of the House of Czechoslovak Children. Mosaics of 
spacecraft and satellites appeared in the dining room, while only a few instal-
lations with a more direct political message were included, such as a tapestry 
entitled ‘Red Army Soldier and Child’. Traditional materials and techniques 
such as tapestries were implemented to add more ‘humanity’ to the Mod-
ernist architecture, but the general approach of the artwork and decorations 
was never paternalist: there were no cute cartoon characters. Inscriptions on 
the walls in some rooms represented surviving pedagogical tones from the 
very beginning of the decade. One motivational slogan read “The upcoming 
generation was called upon to fully carry out a task no previous generation 
could have achieved!”, referencing the building of communism;21 the title of 
the first exhibition at the house was “Today is a gift for you, dedicate your-
selves to tomorrow!”. This exhibition introduced the subject of the building 
of socialism and children’s participation in their future projects and tasks22 
(Fig. 9g, 9h). 

20	 After all, “Exhibition Design” national enterprise mentioned earlier participated in the interior design.
21	 Reid also writes of the Pioneer Palace in Moscow as of an incubator of communism (Reid 2002: 141).
22	 APC, OPR. File no. 400.000, 1948–1964, inv. no. 195, sg. 405 016/64, c. 50, exhibition design, 1963.
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Fig. 9h. Ladislav Guderna, Icarus and Spacemen, mosaic for the dining room of the House of Czechoslovak Children, 
1963. Photo: Prokop Paul.

Fig. 9g. View onto the courtyard from the newly constructed foyer of the House of Czechoslovak Children. Photo: 
Prokop Paul.
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CONCLUSION

The main theme of the transformation of Prague Castle was labour – it was 
celebrated there, the interest of children in the subject was encouraged there, 
and the outcomes of the nation’s collective efforts were presented there. 
The intent was to make domestic visitors aware of their roots; architectural 
renovations to the castle emphasised tradition and continuity, while simul-
taneously leaving room for an even more important quality – technological 
progress, which was necessary to create a better future in which every work-
ing individual would have the opportunity for self-realization. Prague Castle 
was supposed to become a monument to the successful establishment of 
socialism, although not as a historical event but as a work in progress that 
needed each and every visitor to put their effort into the next step: build-
ing communism. The emphasis on active participation in the Prague Castle 
complex culminated in the House of Czechoslovak Children, which was not 
a museum, but a place for both education and leisure. How successful was 
this experiment? Only parts of the ambitious transformation project were 
realised, which were intended to turn the historical landmark and seat of the 
president into a space actively transforming people of the old times into new 
people of the socialist present. The Ideological Committee, the driving force 
behind the transformation, was dissolved in 1968, just a few weeks after the 
Prague Spring reform process ended with the intervention of the Warsaw 
Pact armies. The Palace of Labour and the Monument to the History of the 
Czechoslovak People were never completed, nor was the Path of Social-
ism. Only some gardens remained open to the public; the National Gallery 
opened a new exhibition at the St. George Monastery, while the National 
Museum opened a historical exhibition at Lobkowicz Palace. These muse-
ums were not as innovative as originally planned, and they were not run by 
the OPR and the Ideological Committee. Although Communism was never 
established in Czechoslovakia, it is safe to say that nearly every Czech and 
Slovak who was a child between 1963 and 1989 visited the House of Czecho-
slovak Children and has some strong memories from the place – usually not 
of debates with politicians or educational inscriptions on the walls, but of 
certain exclusive toys, of paintings displayed in the exhibition of the best 
children’s artwork, and of adventurous time without parental supervision. 
In the 1970s, although ambitious visions of a communist future were not as 
prevalent as they had been previously, the increasingly liberal approach of 
politicians and sociologists toward leisure time endured.
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10.
COMMUNITY CENTRES IN BOSNIA AND 
HERZEGOVINA; PLACES OF PERSONAL 

EMANCIPATION THROUGH SOCIAL AND 
CULTURAL ACTIVITIES

Lejla Kreševljaković

Community centres built during the socialist period of Bosnia and Herzegovina 
were an authentic expression of the socialist collective spirit that produced them. 
However, since the disintegration of Yugoslavia and the creation of the indepen-
dent state of Bosnia and Herzegovina, the exceptionally important role they played 
in social life during the socialist period is gradually being lost. With the transfor-
mation of the social context, buildings with a social role in the post-socialist pe-
riod lose their social role and significance. This chapter is based on the qualitative 
analysis of interviews with active participants in the operations of the community 
centres and their memories of these events. The interviews testify to the significant 
social capital that was built around these areas during the socialist era, as well as to 
the richness of individual, personal stories. The original significance of community 
centres lies in the domain of the collective. However, in the individual, personal sto-
ries of active participants, in the testimonies of their personal development through 
social activities that were held in the community centres, there lies the emancipato-
ry potential for present and future generations of youth, as well as for their involve-
ment in the process of their rehabilitation.

Keywords: community centres, socialism, emancipation, personal development, 
social activities, local community.

INTRODUCTION

The socialist period in Bosnia and Herzegovina1 lasted for nearly fifty years. 
This period was more important for the development of education2 and 

1	 During this period, as one of the Yugoslav republics, it was known as the People’s Republic of Bosnia and Her-
zegovina (from 1943 to 1963) and the Socialist Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina (from 1963 to 1992).

2	 The post-war census registered roughly one million literate and 830,000 illiterate people. There was one 
teacher per 139 students. The first positive results in terms of education were recorded in the early 1950s, 
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culture than any other period in the history of Bosnia and Herzegovina 
(Nametak 2019). Although utopian socialist ideas such as equality, social 
justice, brotherhood, and the unity of peoples and nationalities were never 
fully realised, these ideas prevailed in society. Founded in the national libera-
tion struggle, the Yugoslav spirit of unity rebuilt the devastated country after 
World War II, educated its population, built roads, railways, and industry, 
educated highly skilled workers, built housing estates across the country. 

One of the ruling Communist Party of Yugoslavia’s priorities was the 
spread of communist ideas, which meant the formation of a collective spir-
it, especially among the agrarian population. In order for these ideas to be 
realised, the medium was important. In this sense, before the mass advent 
of radio and television, built space was a medium, and it needed to be pop-
ularised ( Janjetović 2011). The construction of community centres was a 
needful part of the infrastructure, and immediately after the war, a plan was 
drafted to build 4,000 cooperative centres and centres for culture throughout 
Yugoslavia (Živančević 2011; Janjetović 2011).

The encyclopaedia of SR Bosnia and Herzegovina states that, in 1950, 
fifty-six (56) houses of culture were recorded; in 1956, eighty-six (86) 
workers and people’s universities were recorded (Cecić, Filipović and Benac 
1983: 247–249). As early as 1962, the Report on the Financing of Cultural 
Activities in Bosnia and Herzegovina for 1961 stated that there were 74 
community centres and 486 cooperative centres (Savjet za kulturu NRBIH 
1962).

Depending on whether they were located in villages, small towns, or 
cities, the buildings were called by different names, such as: people’s house, 
cooperative centre, community centre, workers’ ‘university’, workers’ house, 
youth house, pioneer house, cultural centre, YNA house,3 etc. The same 
types of educational, cultural and entertainment activities were performed 
in all of these facilities. In rural areas and smaller towns, these were the only 
facilities for these types of activities. They were the centres of the social life of 
the communities in which they were built. That is why they can all be called 
by one name – community centres.

when the first generations of highly educated citizens graduated from universities (Doknić 2013: 39). The 
illiteracy rate has been declining for years; it decreased from an initial 45% after the war in 1945 to 14.5% by 
the early 1980s (Cecić, Filipović and Benac 1983: 53).

3	 JNA is acronym for Jugoslavenska narodna armija (En. Yugoslav People’s Army).
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After the disintegration of Yugoslavia, all the newly formed countries, in-
cluding Bosnia and Herzegovina, found themselves in a transition from the pre-
vious socialist model to a new, liberal-democratic one. The transition to liberal 
democracy in Bosnia and Herzegovina is characterised by strengthening indi-
vidualism and nationalism, as well as the neglect of socialist values and a lack 
of their critical re-examination (Kreševljaković 2021). The negative attitude 
towards the achievements of socialism is especially apparent in the attitude 
towards the architectural heritage of this period.4 Not only was it threatened by 
destruction in the war from 1992 to 1995 – it has remained under threat since 
1995 from unprofessional alterations to buildings from the socialist period.

After the disintegration of Yugoslavia and the formation of the inde-
pendent state of Bosnia and Herzegovina, the vital role community cen-
tres played in social life during the socialist period is gradually being lost. 
With the transformation of the social context, buildings that once played a 
pronounced social role in the post-socialist period lost their social role and 
significance. Post-conflict, post-war Bosnian society is characterised by low 
social capital (Šalaj 2009). The local community is undergoing a status crisis 
in today’s neoliberal concept of society, and since community centres are di-
rectly related to the local community, this also generates a crisis in the status 
of community centres.

In order to re-establish the role and importance of community cen-
tres through the conservation process,5 it is necessary to include members 
and representatives of local communities and civil society (Kreševljaković 
2021). These centres have not been conserved to date with the participation 
of citizens due to a paradox regarding the values they inherit. An inseparable 
part of the authenticity6 of community centres is the direct, immediate mu-

4	 The negative attitude towards the architectural heritage of this period was clearly shown by the demolition 
of the monuments of the National Liberation War in the newly formed states after the break-up of Yugo-
slavia. The first targets of intolerance towards the achievements of socialism were the buildings created with 
the aim of glorifying the National Liberation War as the starting point of socialist Yugoslavia and its values. 
This is what the documentary film by Irena Škorić, entitled ‘Unwanted Heritage’, is about. The film can be 
viewed on Al Jazeera Balkans: http://balkans.aljazeera.net/vijesti/nezeljena-bastina-dokumentarni-film-na-al-ja-
zeeri-balkans. 

5	 The process of conservation defined by the Australia ICOMOS Charter for Places of Cultural Significance 
(The Burra Charter) includes a process which consists of three groups of steps aimed at understanding 
the (cultural) significance, developing policy and managing the plan in accordance with the policy (ICOMOS 
Australia 2013). 

6	 The Nara Document on Authenticity defines authenticity as a broader concept in relation to material integ-
rity and implies, among other things, the authenticity of tradition and ideas (ICOMOS 1994).
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tual relationship between the space of the centres and the community. This 
relationship is a part of the intangible cultural heritage that is also subject to 
protection. How does one nurture a relationship that was conditioned by the 
socio-political environment of Bosnia and Herzegovina’s socialist period in 
a completely different socio-political environment? How does one ‘revive’ 
an active relationship between community and space in today’s society?

The literature describes methods and techniques by which citizens can 
become involved in all steps of the active protection process to renew the role 
and significance of community centres (Kreševljaković 2021). However, the 
process of animating and motivating members of the Bosnian local commu-
nity today is a complex and uncertain one. An important role in this process 
is played by living witnesses of the previous period, when the centres were 
built and actively used. Despite the war, population displacement, and tem-
poral distance, they are still alive, and they must be actively involved in the 
processes of reactivating community centres as soon as possible.

In the period from 2016 to 2018, the Akcija Association conducted research 
under the name ‘Community centres in B&H, Lost Places of Togetherness and 
Emancipation?’. Aida Kalender (2018), the author of the project, focused on 
researching the collection of memories of people who participated in cultural 
activities in community (cultural) centres. Using the method of oral history, 
twenty-three (23) interviews7 were collected from citizens, who presented this 
topic in an emotional and intimate way through their personal stories.

These are subjective statements, but they are valuable as such. The social 
values of community centres exist in the emotional domain of each individ-
ual, and emotions are considered essential for understanding social reality 
(Ibričević 2019).

Through a qualitative analysis of interviews and other personal statements 
about experiences related to community centres, this paper aims to identify 
aspects of these statements important to animating and involving members 
of local communities today. What parts of the stories of living witnesses can 
encourage citizens to get involved in the process of rebuilding community 
centres?

7	 Video interviews are available on the YouTube channel ‘Domovi kulture u BiH’: https://www.youtube.com/
channel/UCzgbJJIxxQo5KWhW78QNxyQ/videos.
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As the interviews were not pre-structured, the work was divided based on 
their content into parts that follow the chronology of events in community 
centres: construction and renovation through work actions and self-contri-
bution; activities and their significance to the community and individuals; 
war crimes; the post-socialist period.

‘COMMUNITY CENTRE – PRIDE OF US ALL’:  
CONSTRUCTION AND RENOVATION THROUGH  
WORK ACTION AND SELF-CONTRIBUTION

Realising a plan to build 4,000 community centres simultaneously across the 
entire territory of Yugoslavia in just a few months required a large number of 
trained construction workers, which post-war Yugoslavia did not have. The 
plans were ambitious, and there were shortages of both materials and human 
resources. The workforce and the initiative of the local population were re-
lied on to the fullest extent. Some were rapidly trained, while others learned 
on the job. In many cases, there was no time to wait for federal funds. The 
state provided certain quantities of construction materials, but the rest had 
to be produced and procured locally near the construction site (Živančević 
2011: 41). Almost all cooperative centres were built through labour by local 
residents with exceptional enthusiasm (Rogić and Mutnjaković 1984: 13). 
The first memories of living witnesses begin with the construction of com-
munity centres: Muhamed Redžić from Cazin thus begins his testimony.

First of all, let me say that I remember when this community centre 
was built, it was 1950. At that time, my father was also working on 
the construction of this community centre together with a group of 
people from Cazin who, unfortunately, are no longer living (Redžić 
2017: 0:04–0:24).

The importance of the building process of the community centre is deep-
ly ingrained into the community. People built these spaces with their own 
hands, while the younger generations that did not personally participate in 
the process still know and appreciate these facts. 
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What the elders passed on to me and what I absorbed, because I wan-
ted to get involved in social life as a child, was that the community 
centre in Bijelo Polje was created through local labour. The inhabi-
tants of the greater area of Bijelo Polje, six villages of Bijelo Polje, put 
a lot of effort and work into making this community centre. It was 
also done in the central part, in the settlement of Potoci, so that it 
would be as accessible as possible to all residents of Bijelo Polje. It 
began immediately after the war with the design of the space, but in 
1952, to my knowledge, the community centre was built and put into 
operation (Balić 2017: 0:00–1:12).

In addition to participating in rural development, community centres were 
also built in newly built industrial settlements. Due to the danger of Sovi-
et attack, the military industry was strategically concentrated in the central 
parts of Yugoslavia, specifically in the central hilly Bosnian areas. Therefore, 
in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the construction of community centres is linked 
to the construction of the military industry in the early 1950s in places such 
as Konjic, Hrasnica, Vogošća, Novi Travnik, and Goražde. These community 
centres were also built through labour in which factory workers participated. 
The industrial settlement of Hrasnica near Sarajevo is known for the Famos 
engine factory. For Suada Avdić, who was born there in the late 1950s, the 
fact that her father was one of the first workers in the factory to participate in 
the construction of the centre has a symbolic meaning.

My father started working at Famos in the fifties. He was among the 
first workers, one of about forty people who came to work. He came 
to Famos because it was a matter of survival. All the workers who 
came had an apartment to live in. When they started working, my 
father was among the first to build this community centre. And that is 
symbolic to me (Avdić 2017: 0:30–1:00).

Community centres have also been built within the existing traditional urban 
structure, with the aim of creating new gathering places for the population, 
as opposed to traditional spaces that have served these purposes such as 
mosques and churches. The best examples of such interventions are commu-
nity centres in the municipalities of Centar and Stari Grad Sarajevo, where 
each local community received its own community centre within a dense 
historical urban matrix. There were thirteen of them in this area alone by 
1965 (Kreševljaković 2020).
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Community centres were an important part of the infrastructure. In the 
small undeveloped town of Blagaj in the 1970s, though there were no paved 
roads or a developed water supply network, there was a community centre. 
The community centre worked so intensively that it needed more space. The 
action to expand the space also initiated the development of other infrastruc-
ture projects. Šućrija Čusto from Blagaj testified to the engagement of the 
entire community in the project of renovating the community centre and 
building a water supply network and roads. 

The activity was especially great in the seventies, when this commu-
nity centre became too small for everyday activities and guest ensem-
bles. And then the local community leadership, the local community, 
people from the ruling party structures and the local youth – that is, 
the Youth Alliance of Blagaj – first launched a fundraising campaign. 
Blagaj was extremely underdeveloped; it had only one paved street 
and only a small part of the population had water supply, mostly in 
the centre and surroundings (Čusto 2017: 5:31–6:14).

Citizens themselves allocated funds from their personal income for such in-
frastructure projects. Decisions to do so were made by referendum. The tes-
timonies confirm that the relationship between the space of the community 
centre and the social community was direct and mutual. Community centres 
were the bearers of the concept that communities should self-manage their 
own social and cultural life.

The allocations that the people, the local population, made were 5% 
of all previous income for the construction of the water supply, the 
community centre, and road infrastructure. It was a five-year plan. 
However, the private sector allocated about 10%. And people really 
produced a lot of results. In 1976, I remember I was young, the first 
year of the Construction School Centre, as a young future technician 
we made billboards, advertisements. I remember very well that the 
one I wrote was “Community Centre – Pride of Us All”. Local craft-
smen, youth, and working people responded en masse (Čusto 2017: 
6:36–7:34) (Fig. 10a, 10b).
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Fig. 10a. Newspaper article about the referendum for the construction of the community centre in Lukavac. Source: 
Mihad Sakić, www.sodalive.ba, 18 Jan 1974.

Fig. 10b. Final work action at the community centre in Lukavac. Source: Mihad Sakić, www.sodalive.ba, 1979.
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‘EVERYONE FOUND THEMSELVES’: ACTIVITIES AND THEIR 
SIGNIFICANCE TO THE COMMUNITY AND INDIVIDUALS

A famous slogan of the socialist period was “Eight hours’ labour, Eight hours’ 
recreation, Eight hours’ rest.”8 Accordingly, facilities were typologically di-
vided into work, leisure, and housing facilities. In this sense, community 
centres were spaces of leisure or free time; according to the policy of socialist 
Yugoslavia, free time was to be used for cultural enrichment.9

Drawing, literacy, sewing, foreign languages, and other forms of addi-
tional education for all generations were organised in community centres. 
Libraries with reading rooms were located in the premises of the community 
centres. Different types of entertainment activities were also organised, such 
as dance parties, cinema screenings and the like. In these spaces, plays were 
prepared and played by amateur theatres. Often, in addition to educational, 
cultural, and entertainment activities, there were recreational activities such 
as bowling. The community centres also had restaurants, especially in indus-
trial cities where the majority of the population was employed in factories. 
For example, community centres in Banovići, Hrasnica, and Vogošća had 
their own restaurants (Kreševljaković 2021).

Community centres in rural areas and smaller towns were the only fa-
cilities in which citizens spent their free time apart from their own hous-
ing. Testimonies regarding the activities that took place in the community 
centres are very similar. Like other witnesses, Hasan Balić from Bijelo Polje 
claims that the community centre ‘was a gathering place for all social events 
in Bijelo Polje, political organisation, entertainment, cultural activities, and 
the education of the population’ (Balić 2017: 3:28–3:45). Suada Avdić from 
Hrasnica points out the wide range of activities in the community centre that 
drew factory workers and members of their families. 

8	 In 1817, the British utopian socialist and social reformer Robert Owen coined the slogan ‘Eight hours’ labour, 
Eight hours’ recreation, Eight hours’ rest’, dividing the day into three equal eight-hour parts. In socialist Yugo-
slavia, this division of time for the working class was publicly proclaimed and generally accepted.

9	 The term cultural enrichment (Bosnian: kulturno uzdizanje) was widespread during the socialist period. It was 
used to denote cultural activities organised by the socialist authorities with the aim of making culture a 
public good available to the majority of the population, in terms of both creation and enjoyment of cultural 
achievements. In that way, the barrier between the cultural elite and the ordinary population was to be lost. 
(Nametak 2019: 181–196).



LEJLA KREŠEVLJAKOVIĆ 208

As for the community centre, it was a centre, a centre not only for 
education but also a cult place where young people gathered, as well 
as adults. […] The community centre was like a complex. If you wan-
ted to go to a restaurant, there was a restaurant, if you wanted to go to 
the cinema, there was a cinema, if you wanted a theatre, there was a 
theatre. There was even a gallery here, for art. They had that part too. 
They also had a music section. Everything in the community centre 
was available to those who worked at Famos. In the afternoon, they 
would come here for a glass and a chat (Avdić 2017: 6:36–7:28).

Witnesses vividly remember the leaders of culture and arts societies and the 
managers of centres. They remember them by their names and the activi-
ties they organised. Kratka Drlječa from Bosanska Krupa says that various 
sections were active in which ‘everyone found themselves’, and as she sits in 
front of the community centre, she emphasises that ‘…all that took place in 
this building you see here’ (Drlječa 2017: 2:08–2:33).

Community centres played a significant social and entertainment role. 
Emira Kasumović from Sarajevo points out that youth did not visit cafés at 
that time. The community centre was ‘the centre of everything’ for her gen-
eration. The most heavily attended events were dance parties, which she 
remembers fondly (Kasumović 2017: 0:14–1:08). Hasan Balić from Bijelo 
Polje also remembers dance parties that he personally organised (Balić 2017: 
3:45–4:10). Young people met through cultural and entertainment activities 
in community centres not only at the local level; events frequently brought to-
gether folklore groups, music sections, and choirs from all over Yugoslavia.

The community centre was visited by me and my fellow citizens and 
my generation, because the community centres at the time was a tem-
ple of culture, a temple for all social events, songs, socialising, and fa-
mily gatherings. I have been in Krupa since 1962. It was also the main 
gathering place, apart from the Una;10 I must single out the Una. For 
us, the community centre was the centre around which everything 
revolved. There were events for both music and art, and for literature 
in particular. Choirs from all over the former Yugoslavia came here at 
the time. It was a communion we all looked forward to (Drlječa 2017: 
0:00–0:53).

10	 Una is the name of a river in the northwestern part of Bosnia and Herzegovina, known for its natural 
beauty, that runs through Bosanska Krupa too.
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At these gatherings, young people would get to know each other, 
exchange experiences, and by God, acquaintances, loves and other 
connections were born. However, today, thanks to technology, it is 
much simpler. […] The annual meeting was looked forward to, and 
before meetings letters between members from different cities trave-
lled in both directions. So, the community centre itself gave a tone to 
the life of all of Blagaj (Čusto 2017: 4:55–5:31).

The heart of social life was truly that community centre. Those gathe-
rings between the members of the folklore and drama section often 
ended in marriages. Even today, the people who met in the folklore 
society still have families and raise children together, many others like 
me, grandchildren too (Čusto 2017: 13:30–13:52).

Various forms of educational activities were also provided. Educational 
activities held in the centres for children and youth were often decisive in 
their choice of profession. In smaller towns, where music schools are still not 
available to children, culture and arts societies had music sections that were 
highly active, which provided musical education for young people. Roland 
Panza from Mostar, the grandson of a miner from the Mostar brown coal 
mine, testified that the activities in the community centre introduced his 
mother and aunt to music, one of whom later became a professor of classical 
music (Panza 2017: 9:45–10:03). Thanks to the love of books he developed 
in the library of the community centre in Vratnik, Adnan Hadžić went on to 
study comparative literature (Đikoli 2018). Dino Vatrenjak from Sarajevo, a 
member of the music group ‘Punkt’, testifies that they came to the communi-
ty centre to listen to band rehearsals as children, watching them through the 
window; later, during the war, the first rehearsals of his own band were held 
in the same space (Vatrenjak 2017: 0:56–1:28).

Community centres and the events held in them are also mentioned in 
literature. Famous Bosnian author Abdulah Sidran (2012) describes his 
first encounter with art through an exhibition of paintings by young and 
later renowned Bosnian painter Ibrahim Ljubović at the community cen-
tre in Kovači in the early 1960s. At the time, Abdulah was 15 years old and 
Ljubović was 23. One had his first encounter with art while the other held 
one of his first exhibitions in the space of a community centre. 

Yes, it was my first painting, live. […] Who knows what mahale is, 
knows that in mahale it is shameful to admit that you are in love, that 
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it is inadmissible to show tenderness in mahale – so it was a bit em-
barrassing to be interested in art. I entered the empty hall with Ibra-
him’s magnificent paintings almost secretly, in the breaks between 
chess games, and looked, looked, looked – as if I were stealing somet-
hing and afraid that someone would catch me in the act and subject 
me to ridicule and mockery. Yes, yes, yes! It was 1961/1962, that was 
the first time I saw a work of art, and everything was so strong, so po-
werful, and so – incomprehensible to me’(Sidran 2012: 298).

In community centre, people experienced moments that determined the 
course of their lives in some way, such as choosing a profession or a life part-
ner. Personal development through social activities is evident from these 
testimonies, which is why the statement that ‘everyone found themselves’ in 
community centres remains particularly striking (Fig. 10c).

Fig. 10c. Witnesses to the events in community centres. Source: Akcija Association www.domovikulture.ba, 2017.
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‘DISHONOURABLE ROLE’: WAR CRIMES COMMITTED  
IN COMMUNITY CENTRES

Community centres were also affected by destruction and the events of 
the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina from 1992–1995. The social situation 
changed from the pre-war socialist ethos of “brotherhood and unity” to con-
flict and war crimes the parties to the conflict inflicted upon each other.11 
In addition to the destruction of the physical structure of community cen-
tres facilities, war crimes were also committed on their premises. Visitors to 
community centres who fondly remember beautiful moments from before 
the war were personally and emotionally affected by the fact that war crimes 
were committed there. Those who committed crimes in community centres 
also committed a crime against all those who have fond memories from these 
spaces, as they violated their memories as well. 

However, in the war, [the building] played a dishonourable role, 
now in this last war, some ugly deeds were done. The people who did 
them, I don’t know what could have changed them. That is incompre-
hensible to us. In that community centre, where only beautiful things 
happened, where first loves were made, people were tortured? But it 
happened, and those who did it will be held accountable in court. But 
those facts are difficult for us (Drlječa 2017: 2:49–3:24).

‘ IT SEEMS AS IF THE PAST IS THE FUTURE’:  
THE POST-SOCIALIST PERIOD

Šukrija Čusto from Blagaj and Elvedin Mujan from Bijelo Polje testified that, 
immediately upon the end of the war in 1995, former visitors and users of 
community centres spontaneously began to repair the facilities and raise 

11	 In the period from 1992 to 1995, war crimes took place in some centres. Journalist and writer Viktor 
Ivančić, photographer Hrvoje Polan and journalist Nemanja Stjepanović dealt with this topic. Nemanja Stje-
panović in her text ‘Cultural Guide’ as well as mentioning the old bridge in Višegrad, the fortress in Travnik, 
the Cultural, Sports and Recreation Centre in Hadžići and the Music School in Zenica as places of cultural 
significance where crimes took place and which were detention centres, lists the following community 
centres in Bosnia and Herzegovina: 1. Trnopolje; 2. Čelopek near Zvornik; 3. Rudo; 4. Vitez; 5. Buzić Mahala 
near Visoko; 6. Drinjača near Zvornik; 7. Milići; 8. Miska Glava near Prijedor; 9. Prnjavor; 10. Pale; 11. Pilica 
near Zvornik; 12 the Museum of the Battle for the Wounded on the Neretva River in Jablanica (Ivančić, 
Polan and Stjepanović 2018).
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funds to renovate them. Facilities were destroyed during the war, and just as 
they had built and rebuilt them before, citizens came together once again in 
the same way after the war to rebuild them.

Hay was literally stored here, it was an abandoned space. We from 
the supervisory board first initiated a work action to clean it up. We 
wanted it to be clean – a ruin, but clean – to have nothing in it. Then 
we used that clean space to hold concerts, to raise funds, and to make 
people working in the government see that it means something, that 
they should set aside funds for it. We made a great deal of contact 
with representatives of UNPROFOR, SFOR, and the local authori-
ties, and in the end it resulted in a meeting at which […] an initiative 
was launched, funds were approved, and the renovation began (Ču-
sto 2017: 15:03–16:13).

It was the end or middle of 1995. After the war, young people and the-
ir teachers from a high school in Bijelo Polje organised a prom dance 
for the first time here in this destroyed community centre for three se-
condary school classes, who were unfortunately unable to spend their 
prom night in a nice hotel as happens nowadays. So the first prom 
night for three generations was held here in 1995. Young people gat-
hered, they cleaned the hall, we improvised, gave it a festive look. I 
remember very well that there were 113 or 114 fourteen graduates… 
(Mujan 2017: 0:13–1:10).

However, the war did not just destroy community centres. The war complete-
ly changed the social, economic, and political context in which the centres 
found themselves after 1995. Although the centres were rebuilt, attendance 
dropped. Former users of community centres wonder why this is the case 
and want to learn the cause of the current state.

It serves the same function as before the war, this war, from its fo-
unding to the present day. It is open, but visits are very few and we 
are very sad. Is the [cause] in the material domain? We don’t like to 
hear people say “They put money aside for a community centre, but 
they didn’t build a factory!” The two cannot be compared, and I think 
they are incomparable. But a lot of people from Bosanska Krupa don’t 
come, don’t come to visit. […] Are people apathetic? Has this social 
situation, or maybe new ways of communicating like Facebook, the 
internet, etc. created a lag in culture? Although books are irreplacea-
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ble, theatre plays are irreplaceable, the cinema is irreplaceable in cen-
tres such as our community centre (Drlječa 2017: 4:24–5:44).

Despite having been renovated, many community centres are in poor func-
tion or have shut completely. This is the case with a centre in Hrasnica, which 
Sabina Avdić describes in the following way, comparing its current condition 
with that prior to 1992.

I’m sad that it doesn’t operate the way it used to. It really looks here 
today – I have to use these words – a little spooky and sad. Many peo-
ple and many children used to come here and enjoy every part of this 
centre. And here we would not be alone now. Here there would have 
been a lively atmosphere, like it was in 1992 (Avdić 2017: 8:49–9:22).

The testimony of Emira Kasumović is similar. She is visibly shaken by the fact 
that the space of the community centre is deteriorating and that people today 
use it infrequently or not at all. 

I don’t remember anything good from this system. In this system, 
there have been no events since 1995. It’s all dead. These centres are 
used only for pre-election rallies. More recently, some clubs have be-
gun using the space, such as taekwondo. I am glad to see these young 
people coming. I often say, “Everything is crying around us.” When 
I say crying, I mean everything that could have been destroyed has 
been destroyed. It’s dirty. I don’t like the mess and dirt. The citizens 
have nowhere to take their children, but there is a yard here. But drug 
addicts gather in the yard. No one is doing anything, but NO ONE IS 
DOING ANYTHING! The citizens have not used these premises for 
years. As I see, only recently have they begun to use it a little. Here are 
young people who have now come together, so they founded those 
clubs. The mayor must have let them use it. And I would like it to 
come back to life, for us residents of this local community to enjoy 
it. What’s the purpose otherwise? To cry here? (Kasumović 2017: 
2:13–3:43).

Today, cultural enrichment lies in the realm of individual choice,12 far from sys-
temic cultural programming. Even during the socialist period, culture and edu-
cation competed with entertainment and consumerism in everyday life. Today, 

12	 Cultural enrichment, as the choice of an individual, is not a reflection of freedom, but is conditioned by 
various influential factors, which are market-conditioned in neoliberal society.
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however, consumerism dominates the culture. Spaces created on the basis of dif-
ferent ideas have either been abandoned or changed in accordance with the new 
spirit. Many community centres have completely changed their function. After 
1995, the community centre in Hrid, Sarajevo was renovated into the ‘Princes 
Park’ restaurant with a beautiful view of the city. A police station was opened in 
the front part of the building of the former community centre in Rajlovac, also 
in Sarajevo, while a stray dog shelter operates in the hall. Roland Panza testifies 
to the transformation of a worker’s house in Mostar into a religious facility.

Today, there is a religious building in the space of the former miners’ 
house and community centre. So the church is located in that space, 
it has a religious function. For me, this primarily speaks to the fact 
that, in some way, the sky has fallen to earth, where human effort is no 
longer necessary or appreciated (Panza 15:11– 15:45).

Although abandoned, these spaces hold memories for their former visitors. 
An encounter with a space that has authentic spatial elements evokes memo-
ries; thus, encounters with the space also become emotional. Sabina Avdić’s 
testimony confirms that the original appearance of the space plays an import-
ant role in awakening and evoking memories.

After 1992, I was not here in Ilidža. I came back when the war was 
over. Every passage through Hrasnica is very painful for me and ma-
kes me emotional. And it is very difficult for me to come to the centre 
and see all this. I’ve come here for the first time today, and I entered 
the centre and many memories were evoked in me. The memory of 
when I came to the library, when I walked down [the stairs], when I 
was leaving the centre with a book under my arm. That’s really emoti-
onal for me (Avdić 2017: 7:55–8:46).

The House for the Pioneers in the Grbavica area of Sarajevo suffered signifi-
cant damage during the war. After the war, it was left in ruins. A new building 
was built in the same place, but the original appearance of the centre was 
completely neglected. In the newly constructed building with the same func-
tion, it is now possible to carry out various activities in a pleasant environ-
ment. During a public conversation (Udruženje Akcija 2019) held in this 
building, a visitor to the gathering, Aida Ibričević, pointed out that she often 
visited this centre before the war, and that this was the first time she had 
entered the facility in many years. In the restored space, she could not find a 
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single detail that would remind her of the space as it had been and help her 
restore the memory of the moments she spent there. The new space has not 
preserved the memory of the place through its appearance, and there is no 
memory in the form of a memorial plate or any other similar reminder of the 
fact that similar activities had been taking place in the same space since 1963 
– for fifty-six years before 2019, when the new building was constructed.

Preserving the space of community centres also preserves memories. 
Memories represent the social value the centres inherit. For centres whose 
significance and role in society have not been renewed, the original active re-
lationship between community members and the space has been reduced to 
a relationship between space and memory. An active relationship has yet to 
be revived between today’s local community members and these spaces.

From today’s perspective, the state of community centres as it was before 
the war seems like a vision of the future. Remembering the former attitude 
of citizens towards the city and space compared to the attitudes and world 
views that prevail today, Ronald Panza draws a conclusion that is highly ap-
plicable to the general state of community centres.

… [The miners] had to produce a surplus for themselves, which they 
then used for cultural activities. It is not about producing culture as 
a style, but as a universal language of survival, which is often forgo-
tten today. It was this general, abstract model that could allow some 
people to enrich themselves, to reach higher levels of development. 
Today, […] we get the impression that no one cares about that any-
more. Remembering my grandfather and his friends, you could never 
say that of them. So these were mostly people with basic education, 
who participated, at least from my perspective, as full-fledged citi-
zens. […] So from that perspective, it constantly seems that the past 
is the future, as if the future is the past. Which is quite a confusing and 
frustrating situation (Panza: 7:29–9:45).

This is an important observation about the state of today’s society. Panza no 
longer notices the emancipatory spirit that existed in socialism. Architect Mu-
fid Garibija (2018), as an active participant in the activities of the community 
centre in Vratnik, said the following about its current state: ‘The community 
centre functioned through the idea of socialism, based on morality and the 
social aspect. Today, immorality and dirty capital dominate. In order for the 
centre to come to life again, an idea is needed, one that is almost revolutionary.’
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CONCLUSION

In today’s social context, where individual values prevail over the former col-
lective ones, there is a paradox that makes a complete renewal of community 
centres impossible. In an age of individualism, centres created with the idea 
of the collective cannot regain the role and significance they once had. The 
analysis has shown that these interviews expressing the opinions, attitudes, 
and memories of living witnesses regarding community centres are an ex-
tremely important testimony to the social capital and values that the centres 
inherit, which must be documented. However, the question is whether they 
contain the potential needed for a revolutionary step towards reactivating 
community centres in today’s social context.

The analysis shows that community centres played an important role in 
the personal development of each individual. In the individual, personal sto-
ries of active participants in the work of centres, the emphasis on personal 
development through social activities lays the emancipatory groundwork for 
present and future generations of youth. On the basis of everything described 
here, we conclude that the original emancipatory function of community 
centres could work to preserve existing social capital in today’s socio-politi-
cal context in Bosnia and Herzegovina, as well as permanently contributing 
to the generation of new social capital. This assumption can be verified by 
implementing its tenets in the future processes of activating and conserving 
community centres built during the socialist period.
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Zagreb Festival   151
Zagreb Music Biennale   138
Zagreb Philharmonic Orchestra   137–138, 

140–141, 143, 145–146, 148
Zagreb Radiotelevision Symphony 

Orchestra   138, 145
Zagreb Salon (exhibition)   97–98, 144
Zagreb School of Business   130
Zdvořák-Erlih, Tatiana   138–139
ZIRS (the Institute of Safety Research and 

Development, Zagreb)   130–131
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