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date: - 
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1. Identity of building 
 
1.1 current name of the building National Library of Serbia  
 
1.2 variant or former name -  
 
1.3 number & name of street 1 Skerliceva Street  
 
1.4 town Belgrade 
 
1.5 province/state Vracar 
 
1.6 zip code 11000 
 
1.7 country Serbia 
 
1.8 national grid reference 44°79' 71.316" N; 20°20'46.7" E (Google Earth)  
 
1.9 classification/typology EDC 
 
1.10 protection status & date The National Library of Serbia is under protection as a historical 
monument. It was declared historical monument in 1987 (decree Belgrade Gazette, Decree 
no. 16/87). 
 
2 History of building 
 
2.1 original brief/purpose 
National Library of Serbia building is a purpose-built object for the need of the Central 
National Library in Serbia, the oldest institution of culture in Serbia. It was founded in 1832 as a 
book depot and by the end of the nineteenth century it grew into a national library.  
The priceless significance of the purpose-built edifice for the National Library was also 
contributed by its unfortunate history, during which it changed its address more than ten 
times solely in Belgrade and scattered its fund. During the bombing on the 6 April 1941 the 
building on Kosancicev venac where the library was located since 1920 was burned to the 
ground. This tragedy, in which around 500.000 books, old manuscripts, letters, maps, 
engravings, drawings and pictures were destroyed, enabled the Library to become a 
National symbol, which influenced the guidelines for designing the project for the future 
building, as well as its location.  
Extensive work preceded the announcement of the competition for the erection of a 
contemporary purpose-built National Library. The first program for the new National Library 
building was publicly announced by Dusan Milacic (Душан Милачић) who was at the time 
the Library director and architect Bratislav Stojanovic (Братислав Стојановић). After three 
years, architect Mate Bajlon (Мате Бајлон), Technical Faculty in Belgrade professor, made a 
study in which he analyzed the content and functions of the future building, determined the 
capacity of the classrooms and storages, as well as the appropriateness of the chosen plot 
between the Knez Mihailova Street, the 7 July Street, the Uzun-Mirkova Street and the Pariska 
Street. However, the sketches showed that the chosen location would not be sufficient for 
this building. After considering several locations, a terrain on a high and very well-marked 
place was chosen, on the east corner of the Franchet d’Esperey Boulevard and the Knez 
Milos Street, which was again changed after the competition was held and the best design 
was chosen.  
The final decision considering the construction was given in 1954 on the occasion of 
celebrating the 150th anniversary of the First Serbian Uprising, which emphasized the 
historical and national significance of the National Library construction. The executive 
Council of the National Republic of Serbia then decided that the library should be erected in 
memory of this Revolution, which symbolizes the fight of the Serbian people for preserving its 
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national identity. 
After the competition was concluded and the prizes were given, a new location was found - 
the plateau near Karadjordje's park - the middle part and the highest peak of the city, with 
exquisite perspectives and slopes towards the Karadjordje's park and Skericeva Street. 
Ivo Kurtovic (Иво Куртовић), the author of the winning prize design had to adapt the project 
to the new location. The peculiarity of the ambient were the monumental walls of the 
initiated temple and the small church, while the plateau was not distinctively urban defined. 
Kurtovic greatly changed the building's architecture in his draft project comparing to the 
competition design. 
The Institut was given the urban and technical parameters on 4 January 1965, and the 
regulation protocol by the end of April 1965, which led to the process of making a new draft 
project. The newly received technical and urban parameters and the regulation protocol of 
the transversal path were radically different from the previously given parameters. It was 
planned that the transversal connects the future main train station with the Pancevo bridge, 
passing next to the library. For example, the distance between the Saint Sava Temple, which 
was previously 50 meters, was now downsized on 25 meters, with an important deviation from 
the earlier path. Due to that, Kurtovic had to make significant changes in his basic 
conception. Cedomir Minderovic (Чедомир Миндеровић), who was the Library director at 
the time, worked on collecting the documentation and the work policy of the most 
distinguished European libraries. During the summer of 1965 groups of experts from the 
National Library of Serbia travelled to Rome, Paris, Bonn and Stockholm accompanied by the 
architect Ivo Kurtovic.  
 
2.2 dates: commission/completion 
The general public and anonymous competition, with the right for every expert and the 
citizen of FNR Yugoslavia to enter, was announced at the beginning of August 1957 and the 
deadline for entry was 1 March 1958. It was requested in the competition program that the 
competitors make a project for a contemporary library which would represent a high 
achievement in the functional and visual aspect. Since the building was erected in the 
memory of the First Serbian Uprising, it was requested that the competitors mark this great 
historical event, as well as to complement the project with works of art, for which a special 
competition was also announced.  
The members of the jury were directors of libraries, architects and professors of the Faculty of 
Architecture in the former SFRJ. The Council for culture of the NR of Serbia received 43 
projects from Belgrade, Zagreb, Ljubljana, Skoplje and Novi Sad. On 9 April the jury decided 
to give the first prize to the architects Ivo Kurtovic and Slobodan Mihailovic (Слободан 
Михаиловић) from Belgrade. The Direction for the construction of public buildings concluded 
a contract with the Institute of Architecture and Urban Planning of Serbia considering making 
of an investment and technical documentation for the National Library building on 14 
December 1964. The deadline for the main project (the approval project) was 1 June 1965, 
and for the detailed project (the construction project) was 1 February 1966.  
The Institute got the urban and technical parameters on 4 January 1965, and the regulation 
protocol by the end of April the same year, which led to the new draft project.  
The final approval of the main project was published on 22 November 1966. The foundation 
stone of the National Library new building was ground-in on 20 October 1966 and the Library 
was officially open on 6 April 1973.  
 
2.3 architectural and other designers 
 
The authors of the competition project:  
The author of the architectural project: architect Ivo Kurtovic 
The author of the static and construction project: architect Djordje Zlokovic (Ђорђе 
Злоковић) 
The author of the measuring work: technician Nadezda Martinovic (Надежда Мартиновић) 
The author of the work description with accounting: architect Bogdan Stojkov (Богдан 
Стојков) 
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The author of the hydro-installations: architect Predrag Zrnic (Предраг Зрнић) 
The author of the thermal installations: engineer Milorad Urosevic (Милорад Урошевић) 
The author of the electrical installations: engineer Ivan Materni (Иван Матерни) 
Contractor: Construction company 'Zlatibor' from Uzice 
 
2.4 others associated with building 
The author of the competition project, apart from Ivo Kurtovic: architect Slobodan Mihailovic 
The author of the sculpture in the connection part of the library: Lidija Misic (Лидија Мишић) 
 
2.5 significant alterations with dates 
Due to the uncontrolled water breakthrough in the storage rooms of the library in 2004, the 
hydro-isolation in the isolation canals, through and on the surface of the library, it was entirely 
changed the next year. That year the marble panels under the columns of the library were 
also replaced.  
During the 2006/2007 the recovery, cleaning and protection of the copper roof were 
completed. After that the centrifugal fan in the canal system of the store rooms and the 
reading rooms was replaced. Within the investment maintenance the main distribution 
cabinet was replaced, as well as the recovery, cleaning and protection of the library's 
façade, its stone, concrete and metal surfaces. 
The interior reconstruction of the library lasted from 2007 to 2011. During this period the 
reinforced concrete structure was strengthened. The old machine installation systems, 
electrical installations of high and low power (computer net), as well as the fire alarm 
systems, the access control, the video surveillance, the telephone installations and hydrants 
were re-projected and modernised. 
The entire user area was renovated in accordance with the author's idea of the interior 
reconstruction.  
 
2.6 current use 
Current use is unchanged - it is still a library. 
 
2.7 current condition 
The building is generally in good condition due to constant maintenance. 
 
3 Description 
 
3.1 general description 
The building is functionally, structurally and visually divided in two basic volumes: the main 
one, covered with a four-sloped roof, in which the storage rooms and reading rooms were 
located, and the other one, in a shape of a longitudinal tract, which was intended for 
administration and technical treatment of the library material. These two basic volumes are 
connected with an area where the sanitary facilities, the wardrobe and elevators are 
located. 
The library fund storage is located in the basement of the main part of the building, and 
above it are the entrance hall, the amphitheatre and the wardrobe. The staircase, gallery, a 
platform and an atrium designed as a Japanese garden all lead to the main reading room. 
Next to it on the first floor are also the reading room for periodicals and newspapers, the info-
service, the reception and issuing funds service, the main catalogue, the saloon and a 
terrace. In the special funds group are the collection of the engraving imprints and 
photographs, the museum department and the department for the geographical cards and 
plans, also on the first floor. The galleries were planned for the legacy areas - the legacies of 
the eminent people in Science and Art fields. 
In the basement of the longitudinal tract, on the right side of the entrance, the reception 
departments are located, as well as the restoration and conservation departments, photo-
laboratory, bindery, printing department, storages. On the left side of the entrance are also 
the reception departments, the household area and workshops for building maintenance. 
The high ground floor was reserved for the administration. Apart from the antique and book 
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shop, the ground floor area is occupied with the hall, a conference room and offices 
intended for the manager, his assistant, the secretary, the referent the accounting 
department and administration. The archeographical department, the typist bureau, the 
offices intended for conversation and catalogue processing, the working central catalogue, 
the technical service, as well as the rooms intended for publishing, the central service, 
courses and seminars. The working areas were equipped with the latest technology of the 
time. The funds' capacity were designed for about 3.000.000 books, with the ability to extend. 
Main storages are located in the basement, below the reading rooms. Apart from the central 
storage, some additional stockrooms for old books, manuscripts and engravings were 
provided, as well as a special safe for an obligatory copy. 
As a third group, the reading rooms are located on the first floor and the galleries. The central 
reading room is slathers into smaller side reading rooms. The library consists of a lively, flexible 
and adaptable space. The reading rooms and offices are located on the upper floor, while 
the ground floor is reserved for multifunctional areas, together with the amphitheatre, which 
has 250 seats, and is designed for various manifestations: seminars, lectures, exhibitions, 
concerts.  A Japanese garden is located below the main staircase. 
The roof is harmoniously proportioned, however, to avoid the feeling of passive monotony, 
Kurtovic set the longer side of the roof in motion with three creases in order to maintain 
contra-punt and at the same time he solved the problem of internal space lighting.  The 
author soothed the sharp edges of the roof by a narrow surface interpolation, which 
emphasizes the harmonious confrontation of the architectural volumes. 
A vast roof, the light motive of the entire edifice, covers the  very large area and it evokes 
numerous associations. A broad roof under the low elusive forms was typical for the houses of 
the Prairie school at the beginning of the twentieth century, and the association to the then 
very influential Japanese architecture that turned back to the traditional building with the 
use of new architectural treatments and raw concrete facade was obvious. A terraced 
growth of the library building, as well as the way in which the roof was applied on the 
cornice, implies to the architecture of Frank Lloyd Wright.  
However, with its large eaves and harmonious order, the roof organically covers the body of 
the building and strongly evokes the traditional architecture of the Balkans. The traditional 
Balkan house, emphasized horizontality, mostly has a high ground floor with broad wall 
surfaces and the first floor. The thing that Kurtovic adopted from the traditional, 
Mediterranean and Balkan house type is the purity of the shape and a regular relation 
between the plasticity of the bay windows and the eave and the flat wall surfaces. The 
identity of the Serbian house is highlighted by the shady porches, which are extending next 
to the side bays. This motif which symbolizes traditional values, home and gathering was 
often used in Yugoslavian architecture of the 1970s, especially in memorial architecture.  
 
3.2 construction 
The construction system of the library consists of reinforced concrete skeleton in the 
projection net of 7.8 m x 6.6 m dimensions, whose application has enabled the 
implementation of a rational process on a broader plan, from the linear to the areal 
components of all types. The central volume is solved in 83x46 m dimensions without 
dilatation, for the author's idea would be inevitably deformed with the usage of the 
traditional mode - the joint and double column application.  Due to the shape variation and 
functional needs, the building has almost every type of reinforced concrete construction: 
panels with ribs, cross-shaped panels, folds, wall carriers, beams, large span carriers.  
 
3.3 context 
On the St Sava plateau, near the location chosen for the National library, there had been 
once begun structures for the St Sava temple, erected between 1935 and 1941. The temple's 
construction was interrupted by the occupation, during which the temple served as a 
garage. For the government after the Second World War, the party-atheist establishment, 
the temple was a reminder on the Christian Serbia, due to which they were not interested in 
its construction. The competitions for the Slavija Square (1951, 1968 and 1977) also supported 
that ideology, because with its program they did not touch the Vracar plateau in urban or in 
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transportation aspect.  
The undefined destiny of the once begun temple kept status quo of the plateau and the 
entire area for decades and interfered with bringing the optimal solution for Slavija. After the 
6 April 1941 tragedy the library rose to the status of national symbol instead of the 
systematically eliminated temple, which even more defined Kurtovic's style. The temple's 
construction was continued in 1987 under the authority of the master builder Pesic, and only 
when the dome rose into the sky did became clear that the National Library was in its wide 
parameter. Despite the dissatisfaction of the Library's urban disposition, the professional 
public agrees on the high evaluation of this edifice. 
 
4 Evaluation 
 
4.1 technical 
The functional set of the National Library meets the basic principles of a contemporary 
organised library: clear division between the basic groups and efficient book delivery to the 
users. The positioning of the main storages into the basement, under the reading rooms, was 
accomplished with the usage of the conveyor belts, air hoists, special elevators with 
cassettes and other device for vertical transportation, for fast and efficient book delivery.  
The interior is flexible, the architecture changes and adapts. The feeling of unity and 
wholeness is emphasized, but also the broadness of space. Plenty of light reaches through 
the roof lanterns and side windows. 
 
4.2 social 
The construction of the National Library of Serbia is of great importance for the Serbian 
society, because after more than a century the library fund, guarded but often slathered in 
war conditions, finally got its own building. 
During the forming of the building's conception, determining its location, character and 
capacity of certain areas, the most eminent experts from the fields of librarianship, but also 
architecture were included.  
The National Library of Serbia building represents one of the first purpose-built and at the 
same time most successful architectural accomplishments considering libraries on the 
territory of former SFRJ. The library is important as a frame to the entire literal fund, but also as 
a platform for numerous events of great cultural significance.  
In the light of the Yugoslavian ideology, the architecture of the National Library can be 
interpreted as a representation of the Yugoslavian value system - as a proof and stimulus of 
the Yugoslavian nation establishment. Therefore, the evoking of the Balkan house and its 
values can be interpreted as a representation of the authentic Yugoslavian localisms. 
 
4.3 cultural & aesthetic 
By evoking the remembrance on the traditional house, the National Library of Serbia 
represents exquisite simplicity. Calm and harmonious wall masses, emphasized horizontality, 
but balanced rhythm of openings is all the consequence of a logical disposition and 
construction.  
The author refined the impressive interior and its flow with several basic operations. He freed 
and withdrawn the ground floor contents comparing to the upper floor mass, deliberately 
striving towards elegance and lightness, cancelling the schematic division of the floor 
horizontals and reducing the organism of the object on a primal mass, carries by the slender 
columns of the ground floor, and the strong, expressive roof cover with a striking eave. The 
impression of carrying, calmness and restrained dignity is underlined by the plasticity of the 
peripheral vertical carrying elements in raw concrete and clear and simply proportioned 
glass surfaces. With these elements and variations around the cubes'' perimeter a fine 
module of restrained dynamism and dynamic balance was achieved. 
 
4.4 historical 
The construction of the National Library of Serbia was long expected and announced. 
Branka Otasevic (Бранка Оташевић) in her article dedicated to the Library from 1966 - 'A 
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Moment that was Anticipated for 135 Years' - published in 'Politika' tells about the 
significance of its construction, and after the opening in 1973 calls its erection "a grand 
festivity of culture".  
Ivan Antic (Иван Антић), Kurtovic's colleague and contemporary, while evaluating the 
National Library building, declared that "the building could have only be erected in 
Belgrade", evaluating Kurtovic's capability to imbed his architecture into the existing ambient 
as a "top sensibility". Architect Milan Raonic (Милан Раонић) concluded that " according to 
his visions of space which permeates and flows, Kurtovic was ahead of his time". 
For the National Library of Serbia building Kurtovic posthumously won the October prize in 
1973.  
 
4.5 general assessment 
The National Library of Serbia building is of exceptional importance for Serbian history, 
architecture and culture. The architecture of the National Library connects several thousand 
years of architectural history and the history of one nation in one place, in one new synthesis. 
Kurtovic designs a building which was supposed to reach lasting and universal ideas and 
values, which would mean much more than a direct function for which it was erected. Like 
many canonical, significant works, the Library leans on the contrasts of elements and entities, 
the ideas and attitudes, on the dialectic interplay, interweaving of the general and the 
regional, the traditional and the avant-garde, the public and the private, the formal and the 
common. 
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5.2 visual material attached 
Family's legacy заоставштина 
Newer photographs:   
National Library of Serbia, Valentina Vukovic 
 
 
5.3 rapporteur/date : Valentina Vukovic, December 2015 
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