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Architecture in Croatia can be divided into three highly productive periods 
in which distinct styles developed under very specific conditions. The 30s 
saw Croatia as a newly independent state in the inter-war period, while in 
the 50s and 60s it was a non-aligned state within the communist territory. It 
is now undergoing a period of reorientation following the Balkan wars. The 
title "Avant-garde & Continuity" is an attempt to locate these perspectives 
within a narrative framework. Selected examples highlight the architectural 
achievements in photographs, plans and models, and add a new cultural 
vision to stand alongside the well-trodden tourist routes. 
 
Croatia is situated between two culturally very different regions. Northern Croatia has been 
connected historically with Central Europe by the Hapsburgs, while the Dalmatian coast and its 
archipelagoes has been under Venetian influence since the 10th century. However, the 
architecture that developed and is still developing, intensified by different climatic conditions, 
has an generally southern flavour. 
 
1. Inter-war period 
The foundations for a modern movement were laid in Zagreb in the 20s by the early modernist 
architects  Viktor Kovačić, Hugo Ehrlich and Edo Schön, who trained in Vienna and became 
professors at the new Zagreb Technical University founded in 1919. While Ehrlich and Schön 
studied at the Vienna Technical University and then worked for Ohmann and Max Fabiani 
respectively, Viktor Kovačić (who is somewhat nostalgically known as the "father of Croatian 
modernism") completed his studies in 1899 with Otto Wagner at the Vienna Art Academy. In 
1900 he published a programmatic text in the Zagreb art journal Život (Life) entitled "Modern 
Architecture", which essentially encapsulates the principles of Otto Wagner. 
 
Numerous invaluable contacts contributed to the open, international character of the Zagreb 
modernism: Zlatko Neumann, for example, was a pupil and employee of Adolf Loos in Vienna 
from 1918 to 1925. From 1925 to 1927 he lived in Paris, where he also worked at the Villa 
Tzara; Juraj Neidhardt studied at the Vienna Academy under Peter Behrens and worked in his 
studio from 1930 to 1932, then for Le Corbusier from 1932 to 1936; Drago Ibler studied at the 
Royal Technical University in Dresden and then at the master studio of Hans Poelzig at the 
Academy of Arts in Berlin; Anton Ulrich studied in Vienna with Josef Hoffmann at what is now 
the University for Applied Art (he studied under the school's assistant, Oswald Haerdtl, a leading 
influence on architectural studies at the school) and worked on the 1925 Paris exhibition; 
Ernest Weissmann was an employee for several years in Le Corbusier's studio and became a 
personal friend. 
 
After 1918 Zagreb found itself in a new state - the Kingdom of Serbia, Croatia and Slovenia 
(proclaimed in the Croatian parliament of 1918); the city achieved economic prominence in 
many fields and its population increased sharply. This was accompanied by massive housing 
shortages and social problems. The architects recognised the significance of their social role 
and the need for social commitment, particularly the group that called itself Zemlja (The Earth), 
which was founded in 1929 by socially committed left-wing artists and architects (and which was 
outlawed in 1935). The group's programme in relation to architecture was closely aligned with 
the goals of the Congrès Internationaux d'Architecture Moderne (CIAM), set out under the 

guidance of Le Corbusier in 1928 in the declaration of La Sarraz. 
 
Neven Šegvić, one of the most significant architects of the 50s and 60s (and a pupil of Iblers), 
wrote about the atmosphere of this period: "That which distinguishes the work and the ideology 
of Drago Ibler and what is known as the  Zagreb School (…) is a multi-disciplinary production 
methodology, free from doctrinaire or functionalist views. It's more an aesthetic functionalism 
that meets many needs: from the highly subtle and personal, to those of the general populace 
..." 



3 

 
2.  The 50s and 60s 
The second selected period, spanning some two decades, could be described as an echo of 
mature modernism. Its architecture is characterised as sensitive modernity. This 
extraordinarily creative and fertile period of Croatian architecture saw architects taking an active 
role in cultural life, while at the same time their ideas and work started to have a positive 
influence on social and economic life. This is made more significant by the fact that at this time 
socialist Yugoslavia was a completely centralised and authoritarian state, in which Croatia 
represented only one fifth of the population. Many Croatian architects took part in numerous 
projects throughout the territory of the former state, and the close network of international 
contacts testifies to their commitment. The undisputed quality of their work, however, is still to 
be discovered by today's architectural historians; this exhibition and catalogue is an invitation to 
put that right. 
 
3. Transition to the present 
With the rise of "self-determining socialism" and the liberalisation of the economic system, the 
end of the 60s saw the ideological role of architecture as a modernising influence start to wane. 
The heroic character of town planning and its architecture, the impressive results on a large, 
dramatic scale primarily concentrating on Zagreb and on state-orientated programmes, 
gradually spread to surrounding areas and to new subjects. The transitional period of the 60s 
and 70s is characterised by the building of massive,structuralist hotel complexes on the 
Adriatic Coast. These are unique, not only because of the generally high quality of the 
architecture, but also thanks to the controlled development along the coast. 
 
From the second half of the 70s pioneering architecture was no longer a part of large political 
and commercial planning systems and projects. The international rise of the postmodern 
discourse was only sporadically reflected in local practice. 
 
The 80s saw the dismantling of the monolithic character of Socialist egalitarianism. The 
awareness of an urban identity took hold; the influences of Western lifestyles became evident 
and architecture embraced these changes in equal measure. Their creative potential focused on 
interiors. 
 
In the second half of the 80s - alongside a general liberalisation of society - the long suppressed 
issue of sacred buildings emerged once again; several tenders were issued for new church 
buildings. 
 
However, the partnership between architecture and the church lost its significance in the second 
half of the 90s: the attempt to create a collective identity saw the focus shift towards memorials 
for the victims of the Balkan wars; international attention inspired the "Bridge of the Croatian 
defenders" in Rijeka by the youthful 3LHD team (1997–2001). The significance of this work is 
that its content was realised by a public infrastructure element. The minimalist form of the 
bridge, prefabricated in the local shipyard, aims to meet the demand for an ultramodern artefact 
and is best seen at night. 
 
While memorial architecture acknowledged its contemporary influences in terms of its elegant 
design, the cemetery memorials (Opuzen by Nikola Popić and Slavonska Požega by Andrija 
Rusan, 2006) have a somewhat more subtle quality. Helena Paver Njirić's permanent 
collection for the memorial museum at Jasenovac (2006–07) was highly evocative. She created 
a darkened, restrained and labyrinthine ambience with spatial modules made of raw steel and 
rubber, and interpreted the personal sacrifice with light playing over the names of the tens of 
thousands of victims. 
 
In Croatia, the design of public spaces, the municipal infrastructure and the creation of squares 
is often associated with Mediterranean towns. They are rich in urban tradition and pay more 
attention to their own identity than Zagreb or other large cities, and often have smaller suburbs. 
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Nenad Fabijanić created several squares along the Adriatic coast in which particular care was 
paid to the infusion of the stonework into the ambience. Nikola Bašić earned public and 
professional acclaim for his "Meeresorgel" (Sea Organ) project in Zadar (2006). Bašić designed 
a section of shore in the form of terraces sinking into the sea and incorporating a mechanism 
that produces sounds as the tides flow in and out. 
 
Many of the most important buildings for educational or cultural Institutions in Croatia adhere to 
the movement known as Neue Nüchternheit (new sobriety). 
 
The aim is to achieve maximum clarity in terms of the spatial relationships of the buildings in 
order to emphasise their municipal character through their relationship with the public domain 
and the rational use of resources. Form and detail are to be simplified as far as technical 
constraints allow so that the spatial concept and the idea of the building are the only really 
relevant architectural factors. The Fran Krsto Frankopan school in Krk (designed by Saša 
Randić and Idis Turato, 2002–05) also adheres to these principles, although its design 
displays more passion. Built inside the medieval walls, the school connects uncompromisingly 
with the historical ambience, but also respects the logic of the terrain and the urban 
morphology. The exterior and the public interior spaces are connected by the unifying stone 
floor. 
 
During the transitional and post-transitional period, architectural enquiry has made advances 
primarily in the area of public investment within the context of conventional architectural 
activities beyond economic constraints. The pioneering architecture essentially developed as a 
continuation of the unfinished modernisation process from the Socialist period, during which 
time it was not particularly promoted as a political marketing tool. These relationships, the 
relatively modest means and the confrontation with the erosion of the work ethic, has 
guaranteed the architecture its autonomy and today shows the potential of emancipation as a 
socially beneficial discipline. 
 
This exhibition and the catalogue have been produced in co-operation with Arhitext and ORIS 
magazine, Zagreb. 
 
CATALOGUE 
Architecture in the Ringturm XIV 
Avant-garde & Continuity  
Croatia, Zagreb, Adria 
 
108 pages, numerous black and white and coloured plates 
with contributions from Vera Grimmer, Tadej Glazar, Maroje Mrduljas and Luka Skansi. 
Index of names and addresses of the most important buildings 
Verlag Anton Pustet, July 2007 

Euro 26 


