
SAR Journal. Volume 2, Issue 2, Pages 68-76, ISSN 2619-9955, DOI: 10.18421/SAR22-04 June 2019. 

68                                                                                                                                      SAR Journal – Volume 2 / Number 2 / 2019. 

Cultural Heritage Related to the 
Water Case Study:  

Hammams in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
 
 

Nađa Šabanović, İbrahim Numan 
 

 Fatih Sultan Mehmet Vakif University, Istanbul, Turkey 

  
      Abstract – Water is one of the essential elements 
strongly bounded to the basic needs for existence. 
Furthermore, in ancient civilization’s expansion 
process the water was the crucial substance to build a 
settlement and a basis for further development and 
urbanization. Its benefits are motivators for increase of 
human population, economy progress and prosper in 
general. Water has highly symbolical meaning in many 
religions and rituals. Practically, water and culture are 
inseparable from each other, simply entitled as water 
culture. 
       This paper’s aim is to discuss the cultural heritage 
of Bosnia and Herzegovina from the Ottoman period 
which had the consequential influence on development 
of specific water cult, and its structures in this area. 
In Bosnia and Herzegovina there were 57 hammams, 
placed in 42 towns at the end of the Ottoman rule. 
Only seven of them remained (mostly in neglected 
state). 

 
      Keywords – Water, Water culture, Genius Loci, 
Ottoman heritage, Hammams, Bosnia and Herzegovina   
 
 
1. Introduction 

 
      In contemporary time where we testify to the 
rapid globalization, the traditional values of the old 
cities are gradually vanishing.  
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Bosnia and Herzegovina is, territorially, small 
country, but with turbulent history, enriched with 
many various cultural influences through the time. 
Among the most influencing cultures in development 
of the urban settings of Bosnia and Herzegovina was 
the Ottoman culture (1463-1878).  
As the crucial point to start an inhabitation is the 
existence of water, the urbanization process during 
different periods is tightly relied upon the 
development of water culture. 
     The water, as the most important natural resource 
is deeply embedded in all aspects of human 
civilization. It is the driving force of society, and 
economic prosperity with meaningful spiritual, health 
and cultural significance. The phenomenon of water 
culture and the other crucial influences to its 
existence are simplified on the scheme below (Figure 
1.). 
      In Bosnia and Herzegovina the water cult, 
involved with urban fabrics, first appeared in early 
Roman period. It was developed and included as an 
important part of physical (architectural) and spiritual 
(religious and social) structure of the urban 
settlements, later in the Ottoman period. 

  

 
 

Figure 1. Graphical presentation of Water’s connection 
with development, culture and progress of civilization 
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Figure 2. Marked areas of urbanization in biggest river 
valleys in Bosnia and Herzegovina 

 
     Külliye, the core of many cities in the Ottoman 
Empire (especially Istanbul) were important centers 
of cultural, religious, commercial and educational 
activities. They were the symbol of power and 
achievements of the Ottoman Empire.   
     Simplified, it is a complex of all public buildings 
important for all procedures and happenings in public 
life at one urban settlement in the Ottoman period. 
The central building was always the mosque. In its 
composition were usually: a madrasa, kitchens, 
bakery, hammam, sometimes even a hospital, and 
other buildings for different public and charitable 
services for the community. Baths were usually the 
first to build, so that the people involved in the 
construction could have proper ablution during the 
building process [1]. 
      Exemplar picture from Istanbul (Figure 3.) 
indicates that importance of water in formation of the 
Ottoman city foundations, not only from 
architectural, but also from functional and 
aesthetical, social, religious, cleanliness, maintenance 
and leisureliness point of view. 

 

 
Figure 3. Külliye example from Istanbul: (Kılıç Paşa 

Külliye, [2]). 
 

       Even from the Hellenistic period, public baths 
were built in areas of high circulation, in city center, 
where was the focus of social events. There were also 

many practical factors as is availability of water, fuel 
etc. [3]. 

 

 
Figure 4. Principle of Ottoman settlement in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, (example: Počitelj) [4]). 
 

If speaking of bathing culture and water and hygiene 
importance in Ottoman era, the Ottoman baths, could 
be classified into three types:  
 

• Private baths, at homes; 
• Public Turkish bath, or hammam; 
• Ilıca or Kaplıca (hot springs) [3]. 
 

Almost every house of Muslim family in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina had so called banjica or hamamdžik 
(space for ablution or bathing). In wealthier houses 
they were built even in every room [5]. 

Banjica (hamamdžik) is a smaller space for 
washing hands before and after meal, ablution before 
praying, and bathing. It was constituent part of 
wooden wardrobe called musandera or okolica. The 
bath itself was square shaped in base, very basic 
construction with wooden door on the entrance and 
furnace on one side.  

Baths (for bathing and ablution) were commonly 
provided also in guest houses, caravansaries, 
dosshouses, tekkes etc. 

In the interiors, before praying (abdest) ablution 
places, were often, in the garden or at the house 
anteroom (divanhana).  

 

 
Figure 5. Hammam in the Hasanbeg Rizvanbegović house 

in Stolac: 1. halvat, 2. furnace, 3. Water [5]. 
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2. Hammam as public structure 
 

To understand the hammam as a complex 
phenomenon, they should be explained as unity of 
their three key aspects: 

 
1. Religious  
2. Socio-cultural and 
3. Health aspects                                                      

 

2.1.  Hammams from religious aspect 
 

As water is essential element of life, it is perceived 
as a sacred matter. Islamic philosophy of life had big 
influence on hammam rituals and their spreading. 
Water as “the purifier” has a pronounced meaning in 
other religions too. Although, public baths were often 
stigmatized subject because of the extend use [6]. 
‘’Full ablution can be performed in numerous 
occasions: Before Friday prayer and on feast days; 
Before pilgrimage to Mecca and Umrah; Before 
penitence; On the way to Mecca and Medina; Upon 
the return from voyage; On Holy nights; Before 
meeting; When one wears a new clothes for the first 
time’’[7]. 
 
2.2. Hammams from socio-cultural aspect 

 
     Hammams in the Ottoman period were meeting 
point and very significant part of social life for man 
and even more for woman. 
     Hammam was one of rare public places that 
women could visit. In hammam they could show 
their wealth or new clothes, could share experiences 
and tell stories. It was a Beauty salon and 
entertainment place. There women could expand 
their social life and learn what is happening outside 
their houses.  
 

 
Figure 6: Classification of social uses in Ottoman Turkish 

bath culture: [8]. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

2.3. Hammam from health/medical aspect 
 

     Even from the era of Greek medicine, ‘father’ 
Hippocrates (4 century BC), accentuated the 
importance of removing the toxins from the body. 
One of the alternatives for detoxification was 
sweating in the hot baths [1]. Hippocrates was the 
first physician that identified the therapeutic 
character of water [9]. 
     A classical traditional hammam ritual has 
significant health effects on healthy person: 
a pain reliving effect, a mental relaxing effect, affects 
the internal digestive organs, relaxes the muscles and 
reduces tension, removes fatigue, heals ulcer and 
itching, removes fever [5], nourishes and beautifies 
the skin, cures diarrhea, solves flatulence, eliminates 
sleeplessness, boosts immune system, promotes 
detoxification etc. 
      Finally it was a place where people applied 
various rituals in aim of health, relaxation and 
beautification.  
 
2.4. Hammams, architecture and urban settlements 

in the Ottoman period of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina 
 

      Hammam buildings expansion across the 
Ottoman Empire started in medieval period. During 
the conquest of the Balkan area, from 15 century, 
hammams occurrence started to be common, also in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. Its aesthetical appearance 
had the characteristics of Ottoman public buildings, 
with their typical satisfying simplicity, modesty in 
ornamentation and with a note of nobility.  
      According to (Aru, 1949) in the Ottoman-Turkish 
architecture, the focal points are: 
 

• Importance of water vicinity; 
• Minimal external influence; 
• Endeavour to provide maximum of light; 
• Group constructions (building) works; pubic 

areas were built mostly together with mosque 
as central point, with additional objects and 
buildings in its surrounding [10]. 
 

       Some hammams were in shape of double "çift" 
hammams (with two different entrances for man and 
women) or in single shape or "tek" hammam, both 
used at different time of a day or a week, for men or 
women.  
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       The main functional spaces, and their 
dispositional order, are adopted from Roman baths, 
but in much more modest dimensions. The thermal 
hierarchy (from the coldest to the warmest place), is 
provided by spatial disposition and heating system of 
the hammam building.  
 

 
Figure 7: Left- schematic presentation of functional rooms 

in Roman baths [10]. Right -schematic presentation of 
functional rooms of the simple type hammam [11]. 

 

Table 1: Names of basic hammam rooms in various 
languages. 
 

 
     After analysis of different hammam types, 
according to its principal room (sıcaklık), for the first 
time one general typology was accomplished (Figure 
8.) by Prof. S. Eyice [11]. 
 

Type A. Cross shaped with four iwan and corner 
cells, 
Type B. Starry sıcaklık  type, 
Type C. Around of square sıcaklık plan in the middle 
sorted cells from three sides, 
Type D. Sıcaklık type with more domes and colons  
in plan, 
Type E.  Domed centre with symmetrical cells on 
each side [12]. 
 

 
Figure 8: The alternatives in the composition of iwans and 

halvats create variety in plan schemes [12]. 
 

 
Figure 9: Left - picture is replica of kurna taken in 

Hammam Museum, Mostar. Right - interior of sıcaklık in 
Cağaloğlu hamam in Istanbul with marble göbektaşı in the 

middle [15]. 
 

 
Figure 10:  Traditional system of hammams heating[10]. 

 

      When there is no daylight or lighting equipment 
such as candelabra, small niches on the walls of the 
hammams were used as shelves for additional 
lightening in shape of oil lamps, candles etc. Special 
lightening system in different purpose spaces, 
contributed to the special interior atmosphere [12]. 
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Figure 11: Left: Bosniak Institute –top of the roof - Ghazi 
Husref-Bey hammam. Right: Interior of Ördekli Hamamı 

Kültür Merkezi hammam in Bursa currently in use as 
multi-purpose cultural center. 

 
3. Material and spiritual culture developed 

alongside the hammams 
 

     The material culture is made by one’s hand and 
the spiritual one through the soul and mind, and that 
is the basic difference between them. In literature 
they are, also, recognized under the terms tangible 
and intangible heritage. Material culture includes 
society involvement. 
    ‘’Handcrafts are the most meaningful expression 
and most important epitomes of a nation’s cultural 
identity, for what shapes them are the events and the 
very basic attitudes, beliefs, and the characteristic of 
the period in which they are conceived.’’ explained 
Mr. M.I. Talay in [13]. 
     The material culture of hammams includes: 
objects, dishes, clothes and various accessories.  
     The most used accessories of hammam namely 
are: bošča (large scarf where visitors put their 
clothes); peštemalja (cotton cloth for wrapping the 
lower part of the body); mahrama (towel made of 
cotton or linen, used for drying the head and face, 
usually  worn on head like a turban); futa (rag for 
drying and covering lower part of the body after 
bath); nanule (clogs); tas (copper vessel used to spill 
water over the body);  lif (material for rubbing); krpa 
(rug); hammam kesa (bag made of special material. 
Massager (tallak used for the the customers 
massage); buhurdar (vessel where fragrant tree was 
lighten up); haranija (smaller boiler for hot water 
where towels were washed); leđen (copper bowl for 
making soap foam), etc. Sometimes mothers brought 
from their homes a few cradles for their babies while 
enjoying hammam. Many of the mentioned 
accessories were imported from Istanbul [5]. 
     The need for the wide assortment of acessories 
influenced the development of new crafts and trade 
in towns, and that way, supported the ''vibrancy'' of 
the place. 
    The hammam, as segment of daily life was the 
place where social interaction was accentuated, 
inspiration in paintings and arts generally.  
    Many songs and poems appeal the social and 
spiritual values of this tradition, and remained as 

inherited stories which invoke that part of the 
heritage to the new generations. Many of them, are 
popular even today (e.g. beneath, Aleksa Šantić, 
Emina).   
 

 
Figure 12: Emina with copper bowl (ibrik), Mostar. 

 

     When speaking about the intangible heritage of 
one nation, definitely we have to take into the 
consideration its language, which is the prominent 
indicator of various influences from other regions to 
Bosnia and Herzegovina.  
      J. G. Herder, in his discussions on culture 
expressed ideas of very close bound between 
language, culture and community. ”Language is the 
feature, which embodies and manifests the historical 
continuity and personal processing of tradition, and 
traditions are transferred by education” [14]. 

 

4. About the remaining hammams in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina 

 

       In 42 towns in Bosnia and Herzegovina 57 
hammams were located; 1. Sarajevo (7 hammams), 
2.Visoko, 3.Mostar (2 hammams), 4. Foča (3 
hammams), 5. Jajce, 6. Travnik (3 hammams), 7. 
Banja Luka, 8. Rudo, 9. Kladanj, 10. Tuzla, 11. 
Rogatica, 12. Višegrad, 13. Blagaj, 14. Čajniče, 15. 
Kostajnica, 16. Konjic, 17. Livno, 18. Zvornik, 19. 
Prača, 20. Ustikolina, 21. Jeleč, 22. Jezero, 23. 
Mrkonjić Grad, 24. Cernica, 25. Nevesinje, 26. 
Srebrenica, 27. Jasenovac, 28.Stolac, 29. Prusac, 30. 
Donji Vakuf, 31. Kupres, 32. Dol Kasaba, 33. 
Knežina, 35. Ulog, 36. Duvno, 37. Nova Kasaba, 38. 
Počitelj, 39. Gračanica, 40. Brčko, 41. Bijeljina, and 
42. Maglaj. [5]. 
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Figure 13: Map of locations of all hammams in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina at the time of nineteenth century (from 

1462-1916)  
 

     The remained examples in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, according to the geographical 
localities, could be divided in two groups: 
 
1. Area of Central Bosnia (Sarajevo): three 
hammams (Isa-Bey’s hammam, Ghazi Husrev-Bey’s 
hammam, Firuz-Bey’s hammam) and 
2. Herzegovina - Southern part of the country: four 
hammams (in Mostar, Blagaj, Stolac and Počitelj). 
Central Bosnia, with mountainous relief and climate, 
has different geographical conditions than the 
southern part of the state (area of south Herzegovina) 
with Mediterranean note.  
 
      All of the remaining case studies are on the list of 
National Monuments of Bosnia and Herzegovina. 
 

 
Figure 14: Locations of the remaining hammams (or their 

remains) on the map in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
 

      Ottoman era, the period of interest in this writing, 
at the time of its highlight in its provinces along the 
entire Empire built a great amount of new urban 
ensembles. Social arrangements and relations also 
deeply affected the everyday lifeway and habits of  
common people. 

 
Figure 15: Skinner’s sketch of different influences in 
endeavor to explain phenomenon of genius loci [16]. 

 
      Based on historical facts, it can be concluded that 
spatial and social boundaries influence the design of 
built environment.  

 
Figure 16: Scheme demonstrating: Zoning of private and 

public spaces in typical Ottoman settlement and 
HAMAMAM’S place in it. 

 

      In addition are representative examples from 
Bosnia and Herzegovina which clarify the influence 
of hammam structures to genius loci of urban 
settlements they belong to. 
      Figure17. is presenting the difference between 
the place with hammam as a part of the composition 
and how that same place reflects completely opposite 
spirit and atmosphere when hammam is not part of 
the composition. Today the place is attractive again 
for the city dwellers, as for the tourists and the 
foreign visitors. It has good connection with the 
public transport and with other parts of the old city 
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core and is easy to approach that made the location of 
the building as dynamic area. 
      By the proper reconstruction of the Isa –Bey 
bath, the place gained its old spirit and meaning, kept 
its symbolic value and continued its function in 
sustainable way.  
 

 
 

 
Figure 17: Above: Isa-Bey bath before the latest 

reconstruction, front façade [17]. Beneath: Isa-Bey bath 
after the latest reconstruction, front façade. 

 

      The next examples are Ghazi Husrev-Bey 
hammam and Karađoz-Bey hammam in Blagaj. The 
first one (Figure 18.) is placed by the most frequent 
road of the capital city and it is part of street façade 
which as single example reminds on the old tradition 
(as typical example of Ottoman architecture) and on 
historical layering and development of the city. 

 
Figure 18: Left: Contemporary appearance of hammam 
(by author). Right: Double type hammam-Ghazi Hurev-

Bey,Sarajevo [18]. 
 

     The second one is currently in shape of old 
structure’s partial remains and as missing part of 
urban fabric and silhouette of typical small town built 
in Ottoman period, marked with special connection 
to water source and water cult. [20]. It is an adequate 
indicator of these structures’ neglected state in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. 
 

 
 

Figure 19: Hammams appearance in contemporary time 
[19]. 
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       In Bosnia and Herzegovina, considering the 
remaining hammams it is possible only to assume 
(because of the huge information lack about majority 
of Bosnia and Herzegovina’s hammams).  

5. Final observations and conclusions  
       Conclusions according to the remaining 
examples of hammams in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
from the comparative tables above: 
       Most of them were built in the period from 16 to 
17 century, in classical Ottoman architectural style. 
Typical construction and composition was simple: 
stone walls, domed and vaulted.  
 

Ornamentation and was simple and minimal.  
 

-All the remaining examples are located in the 
city/town religious, administrative and trade centers 
“čaršija” or the central zones of urban areas and 
made for public use.  
-Remaining examples are located in areas of old 
Ottoman settlements, which mostly preserved their 
spirit and historical and architectural values. 
-They were built in the vicinity of rivers and main 
roads. 
-Usage of the local materials. 
 

      The noticeable difference that could be extracted 
from the comparative tables is the difference in the 
size of the buildings. Population variety or density 
and frequency of economic movements within the 
urban centres influenced the shapes and 
monumentality of the structure. Accordingly, 
hammams in Sarajevo were mostly double hammams 
made for bigger capacity, with additional rooms 
(meydan) and often incorporated pool for Jewish 
population, while in smaller urban settlements the 
hammams have been bilt as simple single types, for 
smaller capacity. 

 
       Common aspects that lead to the neglecting of 
hammam, as tradition and as architectural-cultural 
heritage of both countries:   
 

- Development and globalisation processes. 
- New, better technical solutions. 
- Expensive and difficult maintenance. 
- Modernisation, improved possibilities and 

habits of new generations. 
 

       Additional difficulties that lead to the neglecting 
of hammam, as tradition and as architectural-cultural 
heritage to the critical stage in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina: 
 

-Three destructive wars (WWI, WWII and 1992-
1995). 
-Weakening of the Waqf power. 
-Stronger influences from different cultures. 

-The period of ignorance of Ottoman heritage in 
different political systems the state belonged, then 
later fragmentation of the State, which lead to the 
slow implementation of cultural heritage protection. 
      After the analyses of all case studies inside their 
environments and on-site records it is evident that 
hammams as part of complete physical appearance, 
and more important, social component became the 
most neglected elements in experience of complete 
picture of the above-named places and theirs spirit. 
       If we leave them to the further decay, the 
character of urban fabric and historical architectural 
heritage will fade away with them. 
       Selective preservation of the buildings can’t lead 
to the preservation of the complete urban fabric. 
Only complete picture can form and keep the spirit of 
the place, but not the picture of the restricted city 
areas.  
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