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Introduction

This article argues that the narrative of the independent Republic of
Bosnia and Herzegovina and of its capital city Sarajevo under siege
(1992–1995) was built on the trope of Sarajevo’s European, Western-
orientated, cosmopolitan cultural identity, based on the image initially
nurtured by Socialist Yugoslavia. In the new context of the implosion
of the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (1945–1991) the siege
of Sarajevo, and the war in one of the Yugoslav republics, Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Yugoslav socialism was replaced by the multiethnic and
cosmopolitan character of the young Republic of Bosnia and Herzego-
vina. Used in contrast to an Eastern/rural/backward identity, as attributed
to the Serb army encircling the city, the trope reproduced the urban–rural
social divide that was prevalent during socialism, and exacerbated it
further as economic problems piled up. Industrialisation and the rural
exodus of the 1950s and 1960s increased the population in urban
areas. The economic crisis in the 1960s increased unemployment and
compounded social inequalities. On top of issues of unemployment,
unequal access to housing and class inequalities, nationalism gradually
made its return until the first democratic elections in 1990 officially posi-
tioned nationalism as the principal governing ideology. I argue that the
image of Sarajevo during the siege, as a by-product of foreign attention
to the plight of the country and its citizens, was built on the pre-existing
premises that promoted Socialist Yugoslavia as Western-orientated and
therefore progressive, in contrast to other communist countries beyond
the Iron Curtain. In the new context of the post-Yugoslav wars, cultural
references to the West and the US played an important role in reinforcing
this more ‘palatable’ image, considering on the one hand the negative
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references associated with the post-Yugoslav conflict as the result of
centuries-long Balkan hatreds and, on the other, the existence of an auto-
chthone Muslim Slav population in Bosnia and Herzegovina. It must be
remembered that the recurrent trope of Muslim terrorism and defence
of European Christian values by Serbian propaganda in the 1990s was
systematically used at first against Bosnian Muslims and later against
Kosovar independentists.

At the same time, facing the daily prospects of survival under the
violent siege of the city, Sarajevo’s citizens, and particularly its artists
and cultural actors, found inspiration in these Western cultural sources
as a response to violence and destruction, and as a way to maintain
their physical and mental sanity. The symbolism ascribed today to the
material culture of the siege of Sarajevo is concerned with (past) material-
ity and is examined as a tool to consolidate group identity in the present.
Through the conservation and display of objects created during the siege,
and the conservation of testimonies, the gradual institutionalisation of
the memory of the siege has created a community that is defined by its
experience. The examples analysed here, therefore, condense three
aspects of material culture of the siege of Sarajevo: the redesign of
objects, cultural resistance, and the institutionalisation of remembrance.

In the first part of this article, I look at the entwinement of socialism
and consumerism in Socialist Yugoslavia following the 1948 Tito–
Stalin split and the broader social, economic and political changes that
affected Yugoslavia from both inside and outside. The legacy of Yugosla-
via’s opening up towards the West in the 1950s1 – and thus the symbolic
appropriation ofWestern cultural models –marked life in Yugoslavia and
Sarajevo before the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina (1992–1995). Later
on, through several processes of transformation during the war and in
its aftermath, the connotations associated with these ‘westernised/pro-
gressive’ models played a role in the construction of the image of Saraje-
vo’s cultural resistance, improvisation and creativity.2 Before turning to
the symbolic and practical use of art and cultural products from the US
and the West in Sarajevo during the siege, it is necessary to look at the
various factors that preceded and created a basis for such developments.
One such aspect is the issue of social inequalities in Yugoslav socialism.
For a better understanding of the entanglement of culture, cultural pol-
icies and class, I turn to Darko Suvin, Branislav Jakovljevic,́ Branislav
Dimitrijevic,́ Ljubodrag Dimic,́ and Radina Vucětic,́ among others. I
examine the consumerism of ‘ordinary’ goods (eg Coca-Cola) and
culture (eg avant-garde theatre, musicals, popular and high culture)
from the West during socialism as tokens of Yugoslav socialism’s ‘pro-
gressive’ character, which would become tokens of Sarajevo’s uniqueness
and cultural openness in times of hardship.

In the second and third parts, specific examples of the material culture
of the siege of Sarajevo and cultural resistance to the violence of the siege
are examined. In line with this, I turn to the symbolic and practical (re)
design of the Coca-Cola logo by the young designers of Trio Sarajevo,
and the repurposing of the cans themselves, during the siege of the city.
For the purpose of analysis, in this segment I include excerpts of an inter-
view conducted with Trio’s Bojan Hadžihalilovic ́ in March 2021. I begin
my analysis with the understanding that redesigning objects in times of
war enables people to adapt and physically survive threats affecting
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Slucǎj socijalisticǩe
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their physical and mental health. I argue that, for example, the redesign-
ing or recycling of Coca-Cola cans for use in the improvised gardens that
emerged because of the shortage of food in the city also created the possi-
bility for a psychological (perceptive and symbolical) reinterpretation of
the situation (the social environment of emergency). Today, traces of
the siege’s material culture are partially preserved by the Historical
Museum and the FAMA Collection of the Virtual Museum of the Siege
of Sarajevo. The use of ordinary objects raises questions of the reappro-
priation of space, both in terms of territory and the affirmation of identity
in asymmetric power relations. In that respect, I argue that in Sarajevo,
Coca-Cola cans initially served new, war-imposed practical purposes,
and in time acquired the status of a symbol of resistance to the dehuma-
nisation, de-culturisation and violence imposed on a large scale by the
Bosnian Serbian forces that besieged the city between 1992 and 1995.
Furthermore, Coca-Cola and other (cultural) products of consumption
provided a sense of normality and rebranded an image of the city and
its inhabitants as Western-orientated (Coke cans, rock music, cultural
resistance, multiculturalism, progressive anti-fascists), which was
depicted in stark opposition to the violence and hatred of the besiegers
(depicted as Eastern-orientated, conservative, traditionalist, violent,
fascist, etc).

Socialism, Consumerism and Culture

In the years following the end of World War II, the victorious League of
Communists of Yugoslavia (LCY) faced the challenge of ruling and
reconstructing a heavily devastated country that had also been painfully
divided along ideological lines. A political idea had won an armed
victory, but in order to achieve the goal of building a (utopian) commu-
nist country in which the working class would be the governing force,
rapid modernisation and education was required. Yugoslav communists
aimed at modernising and building a new progressive communist
country by increasing literacy, rebuilding schools and by reopening uni-
versities, museums, libraries and cinemas to the masses, especially to
those who were less likely to have access to art, culture and education.
In that sense, the policies in place aimed at transforming Yugoslav
society in line with the emancipatory and solidarity-based character of
the anti-fascist liberation struggle.3

A major challenge for the communists was that much of the popu-
lation had not been exposed to communist ideology, and early in the
war the communists worked on spreading its messages and gaining the
support necessary to pursue the armed and ideological struggle. As Ljubo-
drag Dimic ́ explains, Yugoslavia was one of the least developed European
countries before the war, and given the degree of destruction and human
loss the country experienced (1,706,000 deaths, of whom 90,000 were
officials and 40,000 intellectuals), the communists faced considerable
challenges in the aftermath of the war.4 According to Branka Doknic ́ in
Kulturna politika Jugoslavije 1946–1963, the rapid industrialisation
and electrification, the dedication to scientific progress, and the agricul-
tural reforms initiated by the communists were all intended to demon-
strate the benefits of the new political system in order to persuade the
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population that the League of Communists of Yugoslavia (LCY) was
taking the right path.5

In the immediate aftermath of the war, culture was under the tight
scrutiny and directive of the Committee for Culture and Art (established
8 February 1946).6 During World War II, agitprop, that is the agitation
and propaganda apparatus, was incorporated in a loose form within
the committees of the LCY, and the propaganda was spread through a
network of large organisations (unions, youth organisations, women’s
organisations, etc).7 Although established early on in the war, the propa-
ganda machine was reorganised in March 1945.8 Its main goal was to
‘concentrate all political, cultural, educational and scientific life directly
or indirectly’ in the hands of the LCY by ‘channelling the cultural aspira-
tions of the population and preventing any attempt by the enemies of the
LCY to steer culture toward their own goals’,9 which often translated into
censorship.10 In his Istorija Jugoslavije 1955–1988, Branko Petranovic ́
maps out the reorganisation of the agitprop machine, the mechanisms
and tools used to implement control in all spheres of life, and the systemic
efforts put in place to increase literacy, reopen the universities, and
educate teachers – who were then dispatched to underdeveloped areas.11

Yugoslavia’s cultural policy was at that point defined by ‘the victory of
the revolution, the fundamental ideas of the LCY, a change in the system
of social relations and issues of the bourgeois legacy in the field of edu-
cation and culture’.12 Making culture more accessible to the working
class was one of the main goals of the LCY’s cultural policies. The
party implemented various activities aimed at providing cultural edu-
cation through the organisation of exhibitions in factories, reading work-
shops, and so on.13

With the peace and economic recovery of the mid 1950s and onwards,
industrial development also brought significant demographic changes,
with more people moving to the cities to pursue education and to
search for work. The demographic changes that Yugoslavia underwent
were followed by the urban development of major cities in terms of
increased housing infrastructures (Novi Beograd, Novi Zagreb, Grbavica
and Alipašino polje in Sarajevo, etc), producing new communities of
people from mixed backgrounds in terms of their social and ethnic
origins, and placing urban planning at the heart of Yugoslavia’s socialist
modernisation.14

On the economic plane, Yugoslavia experienced major changes in the
immediate aftermath of World War II. In his Reminiscences, Edvard
Kardelj (1910–1979) indicates that the new government used tools
defined by the socialist revolution in order to implement its revolutionary
goals, namely, confiscation, agrarian reform, nationalisation, sequestra-
tion and other forms of expropriation. By the end of 1945, fifty-five per
cent of industry was managed by the state.15 However, following resol-
utions of the Informbiro in June 1948 and November 1949, financial
support from the countries of the Eastern block was stopped and the
LCY had to turn to the West for aid, which was crucial in the reconstruc-
tion and defence of the country.16 The Tito–Stalin split also created the
need for an alternative model of Yugoslav socialism, different from the
one propagated by the USSR: self-management.17

As a type of new social organisation, self-management was based on
various forms of communist partisan guerrilla tactics during World
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War II and interwar avant-garde artistic associations.18 In his bookAlien-
ation Effects: Performance and Self-Management in Yugoslavia 1945–
1991, Branislav Jakovljevic ́ emphasises that the relation between aes-
thetics and social practice formed an integral part in the work of some
of the major communist representatives of the new Yugoslavia, and there-
fore significantly shaped their understanding of self-management as a
form of social organisation.19 Jakovljevic’́s statement that ‘art as a
social product is inseparable from art as a social relation’20 is crucial in
the interpretation of the consequences that the legacy of the cultural
Cold War and self-management in Yugoslavia had on the cultural scene
in Sarajevo during the siege, something that will be examined in the
next section.21

Despite the efforts put in place by the League of Communists of Yugo-
slavia, Yugoslav society remained socially divided into classes with per-
sisting inequalities that increased as the economic situation worsened
amid the economic reforms in the mid 1960s. One of several attempts
at economic reforms, Yugoslavia’s Second Five Year Plan (1957–1961)
aimed, among other things, at increasing living standards, salaries and
eventually consumption.22 Positive results were achieved briefly, but
already by the early 1960s problems had appeared, mostly due to
higher spending, the deficit, inflation and increasing foreign debt. With
economic liberalisation and the looser intervention of the state into the
functioning of companies, the boards of directors and labour councils
started taking a more prominent role in the decision-making process, par-
ticularly regarding the redistribution of surplus.23 The liberalisation
increased salary inequalities across different sectors and a significant
gap started appearing between miners and factory workers on the one
hand and white-collar staff on the other, with the salaries of the latter
being from two to ten times greater.24

Several reasons are suggested for the failure of the economic reforms
that the LCY initiated in the mid 1960s. One proposed explanation
was that education and the employment market were not synchronised
and as a result the majority of the unemployed were unqualified. Even
those who already occupied a position were often unqualified for the
work and therefore performed poorly, which impacted on the companies
that employed them.25 The laying off of workers, either because of the
decline of certain sectors or because of the workers’ poor performance,
was a political issue for the LCY.26 Yugoslavia’s rapid demographic
changes, with the migrations from rural to urban areas mentioned
earlier, did not keep pace with economic reforms and unqualified
workers began concentrating in urban areas. In addition to unemploy-
ment and inflation, a housing crisis emerged. Susan LWoodward’s analy-
sis of the issue of unemployment in Yugoslavia between 1945 and 1990
sheds light on a problem that can be seen as the economic preamble to
the later violent explosion of nationalism.27

In Samo jednom se ljubi: Radiografija SFR Jugoslavije 1945–1972, uz
hipoteze o pocětku, kraju i suštini (You Love Only Once: An X-ray of
Socialist Yugoslavia 1945–1972, with Hypotheses on its Beginning,
End and Essence), Darko Suvin gives a short description of Yugoslav
social classes. He roughly divides the groups into: 1) peasants; 2) low-
skilled workers in permanent employment; 3) proletarians or low-
skilled workers without permanent employment, which from the mid
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1950s was a growing in numbers (according to Suvin, it was composed in
part by peasants and manual workers to which were added housewives
from low-income households and members of other marginal groups
who are not represented in statistical surveys of the Statisticǩi godišnjak
Jugoslavije); 4) the governing class; 5) the middle class; and 6) the com-
pradors or employees and agents of foreign firms from the mid 1970s
as the (emerging) bourgeoisie.28

Yet, while the growing number of low-skilled unemployed male
workers gradually left Yugoslavia to work in Western Europe, and
were themselves exposed to consumerism, the incomes of other groups
and the quality of life increased in the 1950s.29 With it, the opportunity
to consume goods that were not previously readily available also
increased among ordinary Yugoslavs.30 The exhibition ‘Socijalizam i
modernost: umjetnost, kultura, politika 1950–1974’ (Socialism and
Modernity: Art, Culture, Politics 1950–1974) at the Museum of Contem-
porary Art in Zagreb in 2011, provided a glimpse of some aspects of the
changes that had occurred in Yugoslav society.31 Ranging from architec-
ture, design and modern art to popular culture, the exhibition covered a
wide range of aspects of the entwinement between socialism and modern-
ism. As Dean Duda puts it, it is difficult to clearly discern to what extent
popular culture in socialism was a by-product of socialism as a social
project of reform and to what extent it was a phenomenon engendered
by popular culture itself.32 Nonetheless, Yugoslav socialism’s modernis-
ation project and popular culture contain some specifics that are worth
analysing because they combine external cultural influences and internal
sociopolitical factors that have had ramifications beyond socialism, in
post-socialist, post-conflict, (post-)Yugoslavia.

During the Cold War, the introduction and consumption of goods
from both East and West (French, British, Italian, US and Soviet
movies, etc), placed Yugoslavia in a privileged position with access to
both ‘realms’. Branislav Dimitrijevic ́ argues that ‘the epoch of “post-com-
munist transition” in the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (SFRY)
had in fact already been started by a series of economic reforms from the
mid 1950s and later through other forms of socio-economic liberalisa-
tion’.33 As Dimitrijevic ́ writes:

To address the emergence and development of consumer culture in Yugo-
slavia implies observing the very complex relations of official ideology,
political pragmatism, the economic system, cultural influences, and
other major social changes in a specific historical period that was
marked by the accelerated process of modernisation and the first signs
of globalisation.34

From a cultural point of view, Vucětic ́ explains that the LCY’s
decision to support the introduction of Western products and cultural
models was pragmatic as it created an illusion of freedom.35 Yugoslavia’s
young people were exposed to Disney characters as early as 1951 and
Yugoslavia started to produce its own form of popular culture for its
youth,36 as shown by Reana Senjkovic ́ in her analysis of the girls’ maga-
zine Tina.37 The idea of a Yugoslav particularism that is based on the
entwinement of socialist self-management and elements of a market
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economy materialised in the propagation and consumption of goods that
were not available on such a scale in other communist countries. Dimitri-
jevic ́mentions that the beginning of Coca-Cola production in Yugoslavia
in 1967 is often cited today with a note of nostalgia as an illustration of
socialist Yugoslavia’s openness and progressive character.38

Yet popular-culture goods (like Coca-Cola) were not the only pro-
ducts to be introduced.39 The cultural Cold War resulted in policies
created by the US State Department that aimed for an affirmative presen-
tation of American (high) culture such as avant-garde theatre and abstract
expressionism, which were promoted worldwide and were accessible to
Yugoslav audiences from the 1950s.40 The US policies that promoted
US art and culture as being more sophisticated than the consumerism
embodied by Donald Duck and Coca-Cola were simultaneously used
by the LCY to produce an image of Yugoslavia as an open, progressive
socialist country in line with other countries of the developed world.41

In a detailed analysis of the dualist or ‘schizophrenic’ character of Yugo-
slav society, caught between consumerism, freedom of thought and
expression in art and culture, and systemically applied political control,
Radina Vucětic ́ describes the broader phenomenon of the Coca-colonisa-
tion of Yugoslavia by putting it in the context of US Cold War cultural
propaganda that was intentionally produced to spread beyond the Iron
Curtain. Vucětic ́ explains that ‘the term Coca-colonization refers to glo-
balization and cultural colonization, by which we mean the export of
Western (primarily American) goods and the invasion of Western (pri-
marily American) cultural values, which threaten local cultures’.42 As
she demonstrates, this political and economic inclination and the shifts
between East and West that occurred more markedly after the 1950s
were reflected in the daily lives of Yugoslavs, and particularly of young
people. The tension in which Yugoslavia was caught was not always
rosy, as cases of censorship show, such as the Atelje 212 staging of
Kape dole (Hats Off) by Aleksandar Popovic ́ in 1968.43 The messages
of freedom of expression that were promoted by US Cold War cultural
propaganda and embraced to a certain degree by the LCY and dissemi-
nated throughout Yugoslavia, often contrasted with cases of censorship
targeting local dissidents, notably Milovan Djilas, former head of the
agitprop apparatus, who clashed with the governing communist elites
over what he perceived as their embourgeoisement.44

Given the focus of this article on Sarajevo and Bosnia and Herzego-
vina, it is interesting to note that Vucětic ́ cites two examples of the intro-
duction of Western culture in Yugoslavia through theatre: the musical
Hair and Samuel Beckett’sWaiting for Godot. Both are also remembered
today as important symbols of Sarajevo’s cultural resistance to the siege.
In the summer of 1968 members of Atelje 212 performed at the Lincoln
Center in New York and had the opportunity to see some of the Broad-
way shows at the time. During their visit the idea of bringingHair to Bel-
grade emerged.45 The Belgrade premiere of Hair was staged in 1969.46

The musical’s restaging in 1993 in besieged Sarajevo carried an additional
connotation, which is interesting considering the history of its introduc-
tion from the US to Yugoslavia: the appropriation and transformation
of its anti-war message to the context of the siege of Sarajevo, and to
the consequent construction of the trope of cultural resistance. Waiting
for Godot, on the other hand, experienced a slightly different path.

91

22 Ivana Dobrivojevic ́ Tomic,́
‘Harbingers of Crisis:
Labour Strikes in
Yugoslavia (1958–1974)’,
Istorija 20. veka (History of
the 20th Century), god. 37,
no 1, 2019, p 162

23 Ibid, p 163

24 Dušan Bilandžic,́ Historija
SFRJ: Glavni procesi 1918–
1985 (History of the
Socialist Federal Republic
of Yugoslavia: Key
Processes 1918–1985),
Školska knjiga, Zagreb,
1985, p 340, quoted in
Ivana Dobrivojevic ́ Tomic,́
‘Harbingers of Crisis’, op
cit, p 164

25 Ivana Dobrivojevic ́ Tomic,́
‘Prilog proucǎvanju
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Its first performance at the Belgrade Drama Theatre was banned in 1954
but it was finally performed in 1956 at Atelje 212 in what was the first
performance of Godot in a socialist country, according to Vucětic.́47 In
Sarajevo during the siege, Waiting for Godot was directed by Susan
Sontag in 1993, and today, as a token of Sarajevo’s gratitude, the
square of the National Theatre bears Sontag’s name.48 Sontag’s place
in the remembrance of the siege is central in the framing of the trope of
Sarajevo’s Europeanness as depicted against the destruction and terror
of Serb barbarism.49 In the following section, I will examine how the nar-
rative of the siege of Sarajevo and the Bosnian war integrated the Euro-
pean, Western-orientated, Yugoslav cosmopolitan cultural identity, and
with what consequences, into besieged Sarajevo’s art and culture.

Enjoy Sara-jevo: Materiality and Self-Preservation

In the 1990s, the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia entered a severe
political crisis. Ethno-nationalistic ideologies assumed the place of the
communist dogma that had run the country for decades. In a multiethnic,
federal state, in which ethnic lines rarely coincided with the territorial
borders between the six constituent republics, and which was additionally
burdened by the distressing experiences of World War II, an armed clash
was seemingly imminent. The federal army, that is the Yugoslav People’s
Army (Jugoslavenska narodna armija – JNA), which had been built
through the joint efforts of all the Yugoslav republics as the prime
force of deterrence against foreign enemies, unconstitutionally intervened
against one of them. In a relatively short period of time, this traditionally
multiethnic military force was transformed into a military exponent of
Greater Serbia expansionistic politics, becoming predominantly com-
posed of ethnic Serbs.50 Bosnia and Herzegovina, provoked by acts of ter-
ritorial aggression, entered into an open conflict with the JNA. Following
Bosnia and Herzegovina’s declaration of independence from Yugoslavia
in March 1992, its capital Sarajevo was besieged. Hundreds of thousands
of its citizens, relentlessly shelled and sniped by the besieging army, were
stranded for the next thousand days in a medieval-style blockade,
deprived of water, gas and electricity.

In the following paragraphs I argue that in times of extreme crisis,
such as the war against Bosnia and Herzegovina and the siege of Sarajevo,
(re)designing and (re)interpreting something can include multiple mean-
ings. According to Victor Papanek, design is the conscious effort to
impose meaningful order.51 I propose, in the light of the previously
described influences, to examine how the same object/product – Coca-
Cola – generated different meanings in a war setting.

The first meaning relates to the act of mere physical survival through
adaptation (recycling of Coca-Cola cans for improvised vegetable
gardens), and the second to the psychological (perceptive and symbolical)
reinterpretation of a situation (the social environment of emergency) that
encompasses an understanding of the permanent state of threat and
danger and the tools that were available at the time (redesigning the
Coca-Cola logo). The third meaning, perhaps the least material one,
although it also relies on objects, is concerned with (past) materiality as
a means to present group identity (exhibitions of objects created during
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the siege, their conservation and the institutionalisation of the memory of
the siege). I address the cultural context shaped by the conditions
described above, namely the influence of US/Western cultural models,
through the example of Coca-Cola – the logo and the cans – in besieged
Sarajevo, and the construction of the trope of cultural resistance. Specifi-
cally, since we are not dealing here with ‘normal’ (ie peaceful) conditions,
the designs in question deal with the concerns of physical and mental sur-
vival and political emancipation. When localised in that context, rede-
signed objects gain additional meanings on top of their initial
‘universal’ ones. As an example, the Coca-Cola logo’s redesign by the
designers of Trio Sarajevo (Enjoy Sara-jevo)52 can at first be interpreted
as a pastiche. But seeing the redesign as nothing more than imitation
would be missing other important components of the messages that
have evolved and are still being generated since the siege.53

Founding member of Trio Sarajevo, Bojan Hadžihalilovic,́ explains
that unlike the usual process undertaken by designers, who are normally
asked to produce a work under the specific guidance of a client, the rede-
signs Trio made in 1993 and 1994 were the result of their own initiat-
ive.54 Once foreign journalists started arriving in Sarajevo under siege,
and as they found that the journalists’ knowledge of the history of Sara-
jevo and its citizens was rather modest, Trio decided to do something.
Since they were trained designers, they created a series of postcards,
easily transportable and simple to produce. Each postcard was intended
to tell a little story, with a hint of irony and humour, which Hadžihali-
lovic ́ equates today to a meme or a GIF, about Sarajevo and why the

Trio Sarajevo, Enjoy Sara-jevo, Coca-Cola logo redesign, 1993, postcard, courtesy: Trio Sarajevo
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Trio Sarajevo, God Save the Queen, Sex Pistols redesign, 1993, postcard, courtesy: Trio Sarajevo
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city was important and worth defending, and, in his words, dying for.
Produced by hand, in black and red, thanks to watercolours they col-
lected from children living in their street, and on paper exchanged for
the cigarettes they had been given in payment for earlier designing a
new brand of cigarettes named Bosna,55 the postcards, reminiscent of
the Che Guevara posters of the 1960s, simple yet brutal, would eventually
turn into posters.56 Today the images/redesigns are abundantly present in
souvenir shops, a situation that started after the end of the war and
without any involvement of the designers. According to Hadžihalilovic,́
Trio’s penchant for Pop art and their willingness to merge their personal
taste to a (symbolic) defence of Sarajevo was motivated by what they per-
ceived as an urgent need to appeal to the world to stop the war, and to
provide the foreign media with images of Sarajevo that were different
from images of death and destruction.

From the distance of today, Hadžihalilovic ́ explains the concept of
their redesign: ‘We kidnaped these icons (eg, Marilyn Monroe, Mona
Lisa, Superman, etc...) and brought them to Sarajevo. Somehow, we
were pathetically obsessed that Sarajevo was more than a city, that it
was an idea.’

He continues: ‘We were the generation of the 1984 Winter Olympic
Games and that mesh of different food and peoples did more than just
make us exotic, it made the whole thing universal… I don’t think that
people understand the beauty of our complexity.’ On the topic of pre-
1990s, pre-war Yugoslavia and the image that framed the war as the cen-
turies-long hatred of the Balkan tribes, Hadžihalilovic ́ relates the following:

Lord Owen said: ‘don’t dream dreams’ when we thought that the fucking
peace agreement would be signed. That vision of the wild Balkans totally
eclipsed the fact that Yugoslavia was a cosmopolitan country…We acted
as artists who decided to speak up, no one commissioned us to do that, no
state or city. What we did was in fact propaganda, and we believed we
were on the right side of history. We were motivated by how the chetniks
[ie Serb paramilitaries] blocked the exhibition ‘Witnesses of Existence’
[‘Svjedoci postojanja’] from leaving Sarajevo multiple times, and we dis-
tributed the postcards.

In that last sentence, Hadžihalilovic ́ juxtaposes Sarajevo artists’ cul-
tural productivity and proactivity with the violence of the besiegers, as
the artists’ natural, or organic, response to the war. The fact that one
of the key cultural events, the ‘Witnesses of Existence’ exhibition, is
given here as an example of this causal relationship is interesting, as it
links a series of exhibitions named after Nusret Pašic’́s newspaper col-
lages made earlier in 1989 during his residency at the Cité des Arts in
Paris; Scena obala, the future Obala Art Center (the founding organis-
ation behind the Sarajevo Film Festival) that set up different exhibitions
by several contemporary artists (Nusret Pašic,́ Mustafa Skopljak, Edin
Numankadic,́ Zoran Bogdanovic,́ Peter Waldegg, Radoslav Tadic,́ Ante
Juric ́ and Sanjin Jukic)́; and Susan Sontag, who was directly involved in
facilitating the exhibition leaving Sarajevo and being shown in
New York in December 1994.

The ‘Witnesses of Existence’ was shown between winter 1992 and
summer 1993 in the devastated cinema Sutjeska, as a series of one-day,
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one-afternoon events with materials made available to the artists by the
physical destruction and their everyday life experiences under war con-
ditions.57 According to Sadudin Musabegovic,́ art had grown into an
‘existential fact – like water, food or air – a fundamental means of survi-
val in the besieged city where everything was destroyed and crushed, and
only the mind flourished’.58 Asja Mandic ́ explains: ‘Attendance at the
exhibition openings was probably more dangerous than any civilian’s
individual presence in Sarajevo’s public spaces because crowds attracted
sniper fire and shells fired from the neighbouring hills controlled by
Serbian military forces.’59 Cultural resistance was therefore both the cre-
ation of art in impossible conditions, most often by means of debris and
recovered objects, and its consumption by the audiences through attend-
ance of shows and exhibitions.

However, as is evident in the other examples I provide here, we are not
necessarily consistently dealing with objects designed, or reappropriated,
in the traditional understanding of the word. Rather, they can often be
spontaneous redesigns, carried out by people without any training in
design, and for a variety of purposes.

As Ton Otto and Rachel Smith indicate:

Design as a process of thought and planning is often depicted as a universal
human capacity that sets humankind apart from nature (Cross 2006;
Friedman 2002; Fry 2009)… In this general sense, designing is a universal
aspect of human practice, but the way it is carried out varies considerably
across different societies and cultures.60

Trio Sarajevo, Don’t cry for me, Sarajevo, in collaboration with Susan Sontag, 1993, postcard, courtesy: Trio Sarajevo
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Accordingly, I propose the following three hypotheses in the analysis
of the practical and symbolic appropriation of Coca-Cola products in
(post-Cold War) besieged Sarajevo.

First, in exceptional circumstances that require a prompt response and
adaptation, objects mediate between the environment and people, and
help in re-establishing a sense of normality. These objects are necessary
channels through which people can challenge fear and death.

Second, in time the objects lose their utilitarian function and gain a
new, symbolic one. This transition takes place through their passage
from simple tool to artefact (cultural tool). The artefacts then become
channels through which it becomes possible to access the past (ie the
memory of the siege).61

And third, the institutionalisation of objects, their archiving, exhibi-
tion, and the research surrounding them represent the material enactment
(performance) of a symbolic collective (the community of the affected).
The institutionalisation of memory is both a reaction to larger sociopoli-
tical changes and an attempt to make sense of the present.

As formulated in my first hypothesis, in exceptional circumstances
that require a prompt response and adaptation, objects mediate
between the environment and people, and help in re-establishing a
sense of normality. The objects enable those who produce and use them
to challenge fear and death. The need to satisfy daily requirements in
besieged Sarajevo gave rise to a wide variety of creative solutions span-
ning from the reuse of museum artefacts (weapons) to an assemblage of
objects whose initial function was sometimes completely reinvented.

Trio Sarajevo, Disunited Nations of Bosnia and Herzegovina, UN logo redesign,1993, postard, courtesy: Trio Sarajevo
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At the beginning of the siege of Sarajevo in April 1992, the defence of
the city was pretty much fragmented compared to the well-organised and
fully equipped and structured Yugoslav People’s Army. The newly estab-
lished independent Republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina did not have a
properly equipped military force at its disposal.62 Rather, the police
and civil defence filled the void, often with various criminal groups that
had decided, for the time being, to collaborate with the police to
defend the city. One of the examples often cited pertaining to the real
capacities of this new defence force is given in an anecdote about the
use of weapons stored in the Historical Museum. Given the lack of avail-
able weaponry, museum artefacts were put to use.63

While there are several examples from besieged Sarajevo that demon-
strate people’s ability to adapt to the new context, one example that
condenses several meanings, symbolic and utilitarian, is Coca-Cola.
The Coca-Cola can, with its cylindrical form reinforced at the ends,
and its manufacture from malleable, soft, tin-plated steel that could be
cut with strong scissors, made it an object suitable for a number of pur-
poses. It seems that its first identified unconventional purpose was to
turn it into a mini, easily transportable, reusable beverage heater. As
Coca-Cola cans perfectly fit into one another for convenient packaging
and transportation, a ‘heater’ consisting of two cans became quite wide-
spread. The upper can would contain liquid, and the lower one, punctu-
red several times close to the top, would contain burning BBQ firelighter
cubes – and when those ran out, some other type of fuel. These Coca-
Cola heaters were used throughout Sarajevo to heat milk (first real,
then powdered milk distributed from the early summer of 1992 by the
UNHCR, The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees), dom-
estic herb teas, and sometimes even wine, which had miraculously sur-
vived in some cupboard. Unfortunately, such heaters could not last
very long, due to the thinness of the metal. In the besieged city,
however, there were plenty of public dustbins filled with cans that
could be used.

Dependent, at least in the first months of the siege, on the regular, but
insufficient, food supplies distributed by the UNHCR and other UN and
non-governmental agencies, the citizens of Sarajevo were forced to ident-
ify alternative food sources. As importing food was out of the question
(because the enemy controlled all roads in and out of the city), the only
possibility was to organise the production of food. Parks, school play-
grounds, tennis courts, community sports centres, even the small pieces
of green alongside buildings, were all turned into vegetable gardens, as
well as improvised cemeteries. Peas, potatoes, onions and garlic were
grown in these Sarajevo gardens. A few dedicated smokers even tried to
grow tobacco and recreationally smoked plants illegal in peacetime, but
Sarajevo’s mountainous-continental climate was not favourable to their
cultivation. In the process of growing certain crops (tomatoes and
peppers, for example) it was necessary to use individual containers,
where seeds were planted before being transplanted as seedlings into
the garden. Coca-Cola cans, due to their size and shape, were perfectly
suited for this, and many people used them to cultivate their baby
tomato plants. Then the first rainy days of autumn 1992 reminded the
citizens of Sarajevo of the approaching winter. In a city known for its
severe and snowy winters, a city that had once hosted the XIV Winter
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Olympic Games and that depended heavily on gas and electricity supplies
for heating, finding alternatives was now an imperative.

Despite being too small individually for heating living spaces, Coca-
Cola cans once again found a purpose. Their soft metal was perfect for
the reinforcement of the movable parts of sturdier metal heaters, whose
corners, doors and ash-holders were all made using tin from Coca-Cola
cans. Irregularly shaped rough iron containers, made by intensive press-
ing, brushing and the stitching together of various metal parts, also had
reddish stripes here and there which lasted for only a few days (until
the colour was burned out by intensive heat).

Yet, by the first snow, there were no Coca-Cola cans left to be
recycled. All those available in the blocked city had already been used
and reused, and new ones were not available. Due simply to their unob-
tainability, the Coca-Cola cans lost their practical significance, and
‘ordinary’ cans of various foods (meat, fish, etc) delivered through the
UN humanitarian aid distribution channels took their place. Coca-Cola
cans became available on Sarajevo’s black market, but only to those
who could afford them. In addition, the sweet beverage itself was avail-
able only to the international employees of the UN and other humanitar-
ian agencies as they were able to leave the city (despite the blockade), as
well as to a few local staff members. From being widely available and
practically useful, the Coca-Cola cans became rare objects with symbolic
value, emerging as a reminder of pre-war times of plenty when one’s food
choices depended predominantly on personal likes and dislikes, rather
than those prescribed by UN nutritionists. Artists like the Trio group
who remained active in the besieged city started using the can as a
pretext for their works, emphasising its pop-culture appeal and its corre-
spondence to Sarajevo’s cosmopolitan values. In this way, going beyond
its practical, utilitarian significance, Coca-Cola emerged as an object
capable of reminding people of the happier times of peace. It became insti-
tutionalised in the popular memory, offering a collective opportunity for
contrasting the past, wholesome and plentiful, with a depleted and socio-
politically problematic present.

The Siege of Sarajevo and Material Culture

In an attempt to understand the implications of the use of objects, it is
helpful to look at studies of material culture and the manner in which
people relate to, use and redesign objects as a means of social partici-
pation.64 The only survey regarding this type of phenomenon conducted
during the siege was done so as part of the FAMA project,65 which is part
of the collection of the Virtual Museum of the Siege of Sarajevo. A
segment of these valuable findings is accessible on the website of the
museum,66 while the survey is available in English in The Siege of Sara-
jevo 1992–1996.67 It is valuable to note that one FAMA survey question
in particular refers to inventions, as this was identified by members of the
FAMA project, themselves living under siege, as an important aspect of
adaptation for survival. The questionnaire addresses other aspects such
as the ‘siege economic chain’, attendance at cultural events, school/uni-
versity attendance, and clothes that were most comfortable for moving
in the city while being targeted by snipers, and so on. In reply to the
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FAMA survey question ‘Did you have your own invention for survival?’
FC-SCUEST-97-TA-06 responds: ‘I made a makeshift power station from
an electrical motor by the river, so I had electricity,’while another respon-
dent (FC-SCUEST-97-TA-13) replies: ‘I had no inventions of my own,
although everything in my household was improvised.’ Responses vary,
and one respondent explains that his invention for survival was: ‘Trust
in God, come what may, and do not let the morons kill you, out of
spite.’68 Another says that her own invention for survival was ‘taking a
bath with 2 litres of water’.69

The questionnaire, alongwith a very rich collection of oral history docu-
ments, is part of FAMA’s project ‘The Siege of Sarajevo 1992–1996
Museum – The Art of Living (FAMA Collection)’ that proposed ‘a new
way of learning and interacting about the phenomenon of the Siege of Sar-
ajevo by focusing on the Mechanism of Survival vs. Mechanism of
Terror’.70 The Museum of the Siege, although planned to open in 2014/
2015, was never constructed.71 To unlock the place that these daily
objects, and the memories associated with them, occupy today, I propose
to look at how forms of this resistance are conserved and displayed
through museum artefacts, such as in the exhibition ‘Opkoljeno Sarajevo’
(Besieged Sarajevo) at theHistoricalMuseumofBosnia andHerzegovina.72

In her text History, Memory, and the Genre of Testimony, Aleida
Assmann discusses, although in the context of the Holocaust, the per-
meability of borderlines between ‘factual history’ and ‘remembered
past’.73 The increasing role of testimonies, and various cultural products,
such as TV shows, art works, theatre plays, films, and so on, indicates not
only the necessity of opening up the discussion around certain (traumatic)
topics, but also the fact that we are dealing with numerous (individual)
voices. This transposition to discourses other than (traditionally) histori-
cal ones can have multiple consequences for the way we understand the
past and reflect on it in the present. This aspect of the engagement with
objects redesigned in moments of crisis, such as that described above,
can also be understood in terms of the material participation of the com-
munity of the affected.74 Accordingly, ‘The polity (of a community of the
affected) consists of all those who are significantly affected by the indirect
harmful consequences of human action.’75

In that respect, the idea of objects gaining a second, symbolic function
according to their passage from simple tools to artefacts (cultural tools)
can be interpreted as a willingness to actively engage with political pro-
cesses that are perceived as important and as potentially posing a threat.
The artefacts become channels that enable access to the past and
provide the necessary framework for the formation of a political commu-
nity. It is in that context that we can observe institutionalised and non-
institutionalised memories. Namely, as mentioned earlier, since we are
dealing with predominantly oral history and negotiated identities in
complex geopolitical settings, any discourse that engages with the
memory of the siege of Sarajevo will expose painful realities, as well as
those which negate the siege or minimise its effects on the population. Fol-
lowing that understanding, the Virtual Museum of the Siege of Sarajevo
and The Survival Questionnaires/The Art of Living mentioned above, rep-
resent attempts to collect, preserve and institutionalise existing collections
made of predominantly personal items and memories. The Historical
Museum of B&H already possesses the (symbolic) status of a national cul-
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tural institution; however, in today’s Bosnia and Herzegovina it is insuffi-
cient to attribute the status of recognised historical fact to the proposed
narrative. On the contrary, as the text at the beginning of the permanent
exhibition ‘Besieged Sarajevo’ – which presents to the visitor objects
created during the siege and donated to the museum afterwards – states:

This exhibition is a living museum. Although arranged by the museum’s
curators, it is the work of all Sarajevans. It does not need a guide. All exhi-
bits, all documents, all sound and visual records, better than any other
professional or political explanations, are familiar to and understood by
Sarajevans. They are part of their three-and-a-half-year-long life filled
with suffering, tragedies, humiliation, but also with a steady walk in the
defence of what this land means to us. It is for this reason that the visitors
who suffered the atrocities of wartime Sarajevo will remember their own
hardships, facing of horrors and struggle for survival, while those
beyond that atrocious encirclement, and those out in the world, will get
to know the black holes of civilisation at the end of the twentieth century.

Separated from their context, in which they were already redesigned
and thus reinterpreted, the objects become a museum exhibit, artefacts
preserved for the sake of history and memory. The object is archived, con-
served, written and spoken about, but it has lost its primarily utilitarian
function. Once a certain degree of political and basic physical stability
is reached, the objects are left behind, but in a symbolically sacralised
form since they give rise to a second stage: the (im)material bonding
with the past. Nostalgia for the past, although the past is heavy with hard-
ship, becomes a reflection of present dissatisfaction.

In that respect, the creation of museum collections dedicated to preser-
ving the memory of the siege, which have grown in post-conflict Sarajevo,
can be inscribed in a larger context of violent changes that deeply affect
the community.76 Telling the story of the siege from today’s perspective
and transiting from personal collections to the institutionalisation of
memory via metacultural operations provide the framework necessary
for expressing a particularity (geographical, historical, social, etc).77 On
the one hand, we have been dealing with ordinary objects (universally
designed, often for mass consumption), which under specific conditions,
external and internal, gain new designs and meanings; on the other, we
are witnessing a similar process which aims for the institutionalisation
of such memories and material culture, and consequently recognition
of, the status of victim.

Conclusion

This article has offered a glimpse at culture during the siege of Sarajevo
in light of the legacies of American and Western influences exerted on
Yugoslav culture during the cultural Cold War. During the siege of the
city (1992–1995), the trope of cultural resistance incorporated
elements of these cultural influences into the idea of Sarajevo’s ‘pro-
gressiveness, openness, and uniqueness’ and its response to the war.
The Westernised, Americanised and therefore presumably modern/
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Trio Sarajevo, Andy Warhol’s Campbell’s Soup redesign, 1993, postcard, courtesy: Trio Sarajevo
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progressive character of Sarajevo is depicted in contrast to the Eastern/
traditionalist/conservative enemy that attacked the city and its hetero-
geneity. In a sense, despite a significant percentage of the population of
Bosnia and Herzegovina being Muslim, their assumed European cul-
tural identity made them worth defending against Serbian aggression,
precisely because of the ruthless violence of the besiegers. As a promi-
nent thinker who actively engaged in the debate about the necessity for
a military intervention by NATO forces in Bosnia and Herzegovina,
Susan Sontag’s understanding of Sarajevo’s Europeanness further
cemented the city’s particularism as heterogeneous with a large pro-
portion of secular Muslims, and I would add Slav and White – Euro-
pean others. While Sontag’s understanding of what represents
European civilisation can be questioned as problematic, given that
her ideological framework depicts Europe in contrast to the uncivilised
others (the Balkans),78 it cannot be said that the responsibility for such
(self)occidentalisation emerged solely from outside of Sarajevo and
Bosnia and Herzegovina.

Simultaneously, a narrative that juxtaposes European (civilised and
cultured) and anti-European (barbaric and destructive) beside national
identity markers also contains indicators of social stratification, since it
was formed in an urban setting, in a country that, seventy years earlier,
was predominantly rural and economically underdeveloped. The signifi-
cant efforts invested in democratising culture and increasing literacy
among the masses that had already started duringWorldWar II increased
in the aftermath of that war, and took another turn with the opening
towards theWest from the early 1950s. The mingling of self-management
socialism with a market economy and consumerism produced a Yugo-
slav-styled particularism in contrast to other communist countries. At
the same time, economic and social problems gradually increased. Yet
issues such as the growing unemployment rate among Yugoslav youth,
which was only acknowledged as a problem after the student demon-
strations in 1968 and 1969,79 increasing class inequalities, and the state
of the debt crisis, which started at the beginning of the 1980s, created a
breeding ground for the nationalism that would eventually escalate into
violence and genocide.

While today no Coca-Cola cans are conserved at the Historical
Museum in Sarajevo, I have argued here, through the example of Coca-
Cola (beverage and logo), and the connotations of freedom, individualism
and consumerism that were introduced to Yugoslavia from the US and
the West from the 1950s, that the trope of the cultural resistance of Sar-
ajevo’s citizens was shaped by pre-existing conditions that placed Yugo-
slavia in a privileged position in comparison to other communist
countries, as Yugoslavia embraced ‘Both East and West… and Lenin
and Mick Jagger’.80 Accordingly, both Sarajevans and Bosnia and Herze-
govina continued, although perhaps unintentionally, to reproduce the
paradigm of Yugoslav modernity, cosmopolitanism, pluralism and anti-
fascism. The inhumane daily life conditions in Sarajevo created the
context for contrasting the trope of the Sarajevo siege in terms of cosmo-
politanism and respect for differences against the besieger’s hatred for
heterogeneity and, consequently, the remaining traces of Yugoslavia’s
‘Brotherhood and Unity’. In that sense, Sarajevo artists perpetuated the
idea of Yugoslav diversity and self-management, although in a different
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form. The artists demonstrated not only their commitment to psychologi-
cal and physical survival through their performances but used it as a
means to reclaim their dignity.

On top of influences inherited from the cultural Cold War, the hard-
ship and threats that marked the mental and physical existence of Saraje-
vans under siege gave birth to another aspect of their daily life: the
redesign of ‘ordinary’ objects. First, the use of such objects was con-
ditioned by the struggle for daily survival, through improvisation and
adaptation to settings that ceased to be safe and normal. In spite of
such threatening circumstances, imported cultural elements continued
operating in forms such as graphic design, art installation, music and
theatre, producing an additional connotation to what is often labelled
as ‘cultural resistance’.81 Second, once peace, or at least the absence of
war, was achieved, the objects and testimonies that attest to the experi-
ence of life under the siege were gradually conserved. And third, the
material participation through operations of conservation of the
memory of the siege of Sarajevo created a symbolic ‘community of the
affected’ through the trope of cultural resistance.82

Just as Trio, Scena obala, FAMA, artists and ordinary citizens who
organised and/or took part in the numerous cultural events during the
siege continued working as they did before the war, their highly symbolic
participation became both cultural resistance, and, as the war intensified,
a display of proof of their European identity and of lives worth living.
Cultural resistance was also a means to appeal for foreign (Western)
attention and military intervention. Nebojša Šeric ́ Shoba’s Monument
to the International Community,83 an oversized beef can, placed on a
marble pedestal, as well as FAMA’s Survival Guide are sarcastic
responses to the attention paid to the plight of Sarajevo’s citizens by
the international community and the aid received from them. As
Milena Dragicévic ́ Šešic ́ explains, Šoba’s monument is a counter-monu-
ment or an ‘ironic monument to a despised person’.84 Created in the
context of the project ‘De/construction of Monuments’ by Dunja
Blaževic,́ Sarajevo Center for Contemporary Art (SCCA) in 2008, the
deteriorated condition of Nebojša Šeric ́ Šoba’s Monument to the Inter-
national Community raises the question as to the place and value
attached today to art referencing the experience of the siege. FAMA’s Sur-
vival Guide entry under Cultural Survival states:

The besieged city defends itself by culture and thus survives… Sarajevo is
the city of the future and of the life in the post-cataclysm. In it on the ruins
of the old civilisation a new one is sprouting, an alternative one, composed
of remains of urban elements. Sarajevo lives a life of futuristic comics and
science fiction movies.85

Given the decimated condition of art and culture, it seems that, para-
doxically, cultural resistance in Sarajevo exists today primarily in the
form of nostalgia for the siege.
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