
 

 

 

 

 

Made in War (Boomed in Peace): The Sarajevo Film Festival 

 

 
“Why are you holding a film festival in the middle of a war?” 

– International Press Correspondent from besieged Sarajevo (1993) 

 

“Why are they holding a war in the middle of a film festival?” 

– Haris Pašović, Director of the Sarajevo film festival “Beyond the End of the world" 

 

 

The Sarajevo Film Festival (SFF) [1] is the leading ex-Yugoslav film festival and an 

emerging centre of the Southeast European moviemaking industry. In numbers, the Sarajevo 

Film Festival’s most recent edition (held in August 2013) officially had 21 programmes; 214 

films from 59 countries were screened; over 100,000 visitors, 1300 accredited guests and 

more than 800 accredited journalists visited the festival – all assisted by 577 staff members 

and 380 volunteers. A total of 230,000 Euros was awarded in prizes to films and to promising 

projects in the cinematographic industry principally through the festival’s co-production 

market “CineLink.”[2][3] In 2007, the SFF also started bringing together young, emerging 

directors, actors and screenwriters from Southeast Europe through its Sarajevo Talent Campus 

Programme, and started to demonstrate social responsibility by implementing an “Operation 

Kino” project that takes films from the festival’s programmes to the more peripheral parts of 

Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

 

In his travelogue on film festivals, Sundance to Sarajevo: Film Festivals and the World They 

Made, Kenneth Turan placed the Sarajevo Film Festival in the group of the “Festivals with a 

Geopolitical Agenda.” Expectedly, he accentuated the geopolitical significance of the city by 

referring to the 1914 assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the Austro-

Hungarian throne, and his wife Countess Sophia Chetek by a young pro-Yugoslav 
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revolutionary of Serbian descent Gavrilo Princip. Without a doubt, this tragic episode pushed 

conflict-eager imperialist Europe into a devastating war and placed the tiny town of Sarajevo 

on the global geopolitical map. Above all, Turan correctly locates the most relevant 

geopolitical significance, which actually underwrote the establishment of the Sarajevo Film 

Festival, in the city’s more recent historical experience. To be precise, one of the bloodiest 

episodes of the armed conflict that followed the collapse of the Socialistic Federal Republic of 

Yugoslavia in the 1990s took place in Bosnia and Herzegovina, placing its capital, Sarajevo, 

in the focus of global attention once again. From 1992 to 1995, through a period of roughly 

forty-six months, the city was under a mediaeval-style siege, exposed to heavy enemy shelling 

and sniping, which resulted in significant human casualties and caused severe destruction of 

cultural heritage. There was no running water, and gas, fuel and electricity along with food 

provisions were extremely scarce. In such an appalling context, the Sarajevo Film Festival 

was established as a genuine “child of war.” 

 

Turan rightly claims that hosting a film festival, “that prominent symbol of the cross-

pollination of modern culture”, in wartime Sarajevo was in actuality an attempt to remove the 

stigma of the “bloody Balkans” and a reminder to the world that Sarajevo deserves a place “in 

the cosmopolitan artistic cosmos.” [4] Artists in wartime Sarajevo indeed zealously strived to 

emphasize and remind the world of the city’s cosmopolitanism and artistic and cultural 

appeal. It is estimated that during the siege of Sarajevo, some 182 theatre plays, 170 exhibits, 

and 48 concerts were staged, often in collaboration with international artists. [5] As many 

cultural institutions were destroyed during the first few months of conflict, the room was open 

for extensive alternative cultural production. 

 

Two beginnings of the Sarajevo Film Festival 

 

There is a prosaic yet relevant aspect that contributed to the establishment of the film festival 

in the besieged city of Sarajevo that Turan tends to miss. From the organizational point of 

view, the film festival was perhaps the most feasible cultural event in a city under armed 

blockade. External and/or internal relations that facilitate deliveries of recordings of films, 

basic technical (screening) equipment, an adequate (i.e. safe and unexposed) location, and an 

attentive and film-loving audience (which Sarajevo’s audience certainly was) are essential. 

On the other hand, organization of musical and/or theatrical shows required the actual 

physical presence of  performers, which exposed them directly to the dangers of war. 



 

In the winter of 1993, group of enthusiasts from the International Theatre Festival - MESS, 

led by the Dramatic Arts Academy professor Haris Pašović organized the Sarajevo Film 

Festival “Beyond the End of the World." Pašović a prominent ex-Yugoslav theatre director, 

received worthy external assistance. German director Wim Wenders supplied all his films that 

Pašović asked for and many other prominent directors, such as Francis Ford Coppola and 

Krzysztof Kieslowski, acted accordingly. Photographer Annie Leibovitz designed the festival 

poster, and Susan Sontag “smuggled” hundreds of its copies printed in New York City into a 

besieged Sarajevo thereby ”misusing” the United Nations airlift. [6] During 10 festival days, 

numerous films were shown to the Sarajevo audience. The film screenings were packed and, 

according to Pašović, around 20000 people attended the festival projections in three Sarajevo 

cinema theatres. The Sarajevo Film Festival “Beyond the End of the World" will also be 

remembered for the crammed projection of Wim Wenders's film “Until the End of the World” 

whose title inspired the Festival’s name. Entrance to the theatre where the film was shown 

was partly exposed to a sniper fire from the enemy controlled hills surrounding the Sarajevo, 

yet interest from the audience was overwhelming. [7] 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Poster of the Sarajevo film festival “Beyond the End of the world” 

 

  



In parallel with the efforts of the people from MESS, a group of activists from the artistic 

association Open Stage Obala and an Independent weekly magazine “Dani” established a 

small cinema theatre in the premises of the Dramatic Arts Academy of the University of 

Sarajevo. A tiny theatrical stage, which had been used for enactment of practical segments of 

the Academy’s curricula before the war, was reshaped into a cinema theatre by adding a VHS 

player and projector and a few additional seats. Journalists who successfully obtained 

UNPROFOR (United Nations Protection Forces) press cards (that enabled them to use UN 

C113 transport aircrafts on their back and forth routes to the military base and humanitarian 

logistical centre in the Italian city of Ancona) brought back VHS tapes with films to be 

screened in the cinema theatre.  

 

In the beginning, known just as “Obala” to the people of Sarajevo, the cinema theatre was 

soon renamed  “Apollo” after the first cinema theatre that opened in Sarajevo in 1912. It 

would be very difficult to estimate the present-day equivalent of the price of the cinema ticket 

as at the time the official Bosnian currency resembled Monopoly money more than anything 

else, but in the midsummer of 1993 the price was permanently established - seven cigarettes. 

Throughout the siege of Sarajevo cigarettes were alternative means of payment.  For instance, 

the value of a used Volkswagen Golf was three cartons of cigarettes. [8] 

 

For the people of Sarajevo the existence of a cinema theatre in the besieged city without 

enough food, electricity or water was a source of great optimism. Projections were full and in 

spite of the curfew starting at 10pm, people came from distant parts of the city, practically 

risking their lives by exposing themselves to sniper fire and artillery, or risking arrest by the 

police, just to see a film and enjoy the ninety minutes of its running time. Even so, the siege 

of Sarajevo continued and by its end in 1995,  more than 10,000 people were killed and over 

50,000 thousand wounded. Many of the casualties were civilians. 

 

In January 1995, Marco Muller, director of the Locarno Film Festival (LFF), visited Sarajevo 

and agreed with the Open Stage Obala Association (which ran under its new name: Obala Art 

Centre) to provide films from the official competition selection of LFF to be screened in 

Sarajevo. The team gathered around the Obala Art Centre, led by its director Mirsad 

Purivatra, in cooperation with the LFF, and subsequently with the Edinburgh Film Festival 

which contributed films from its programmes as well, and soon presented the “First Summer 

Film Festival Sarajevo 1995” to the Sarajevo audience. Because it was organized by the Obala 



Art Centre, and without involvement of the International Theatre Festival - MESS (which had 

realized the Sarajevo Film Festival - “Beyond the End of the world” two years earlier), this 

festival is considered to be the first Sarajevo Film Festival. It was held from October 27th until 

November 7th 1995. During 12 festival days, 37 films (still in VHS format) from more than 15 

countries were screened. Festival projections were sold-out several days in advance and 

around 16000 people visited the large festival atrium of the Bosnian Cultural Centre, which 

was used as a cinema theatre. Just a few days later, on 21st November, the Dayton Peace 

Agreement was signed. The war against Bosnia and Herzegovina and the deadly siege of 

Sarajevo were finally over.  

 

“After the guns went silent” 

 

Encouraged by the success of the film festival in 1995, the Obala Art Centre team 

commenced with preparations for the second Sarajevo Film Festival (the first one in the time 

of peace). The people of Sarajevo had spent more than four years avoiding open spaces due to 

snipers and artillery. With this in mind, organizers from the Obala Art Centre “borrowed” 

something more from the Locarno Film Festival. Based on the open-air Piazza Grande 

Cinema of the Locarno Film Festival, they made the largest outdoor cinema theatre in Bosnia 

and Herzegovina, the “Open-Air Cinema Metalac” at the spacious playground of the First 

Sarajevo Grammar School. For the people of Sarajevo, who had been officially banned from 

public gathering for security reasons during the war-years, an open-air cinema was a stunning 

attraction.  

 

The 2nd Sarajevo Film Festival attracted 27,000 viewers. The Honorary Board of the 2nd SFF 

gathered well-known names from the international film industry. They included Ingmar 

Bergman, Miloš Forman, Richard Gere, Susan Sontag, Vanessa Redgrave, Francis Ford 

Coppola to name a few. In addition, in 1996, the Festival was given its official and present-

day name: “Sarajevo Film Festival” or shortly, “SFF.” 

  



 

Contemporary SFF and the origin of its success 

 

Due to an appealing image of cosmopolitanism and an engaging artistic and cultural potential 

that Sarajevo acquired during the war, the SFF continued to attract the attention of 

international media, music and film industry professionals and celebrities. Bono Vox, John 

Malkovich, Kevin Spacey, Mike Leigh, Willem Dafoe, Steve Buscemi, and more recently, 

Angelina Jolie and Brad Pitt, are just some of the celebrities that have visited the SFF. The 

presence of the entertainment industries’ superstars has made the Festival very attractive to 

the business community and corporate sponsors. This has proved to be highly beneficial for 

the growth of the Festival. Additionally, it has managed to acquire significant (for the context 

of the transitional economy of Bosnia and Herzegovina) assistance from public funds, and 

benefit from the noteworthy post-conflict international community presence and the influx of 

international reconstruction and development assistance to Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

 

It has also benefited considerably from the favourable regional geo-political context. Before 

the Yugoslav conflict of the 1990s, the Belgrade International Film Festival (FEST) [9] 

principally focused on international cinema production, and the Pula Film Festival (PFF) [10] 

concentrated on domestic production. These were the two most relevant Yugoslav film 

festivals. Due to international economic sanctions imposed on Serbia (because of its politics 

during the Yugoslav conflict), the economic crisis that resulted from the sanctions and the 

military intervention of NATO in 1999 during the war in Kosovo, Belgrade’s FEST faced 

many troubles in the late nineties and early years of the 21st century The Pula Film Festival, 

once the most influential showcase of Yugoslav cinematography, owing to the collapse of the 

federal state and the reduction of its focus to the modest Croatian national production, lost its 

relevance. The vacuum that was created by the diminishing FEST and PFF was soon filled by 

the emerging SFF.  

 

At its very beginning, the SFF was merely a local exhibition of international cinema 

production already shown at other film festivals or in international theatrical distribution. On 

many occasions, artistic cinema was unselectively combined with mainstream Hollywood 

production. Blockbusters were regularly screened as the Festival’s opening projections at the 

“Open-Air Cinema Metalac,” and cartoons produced by The Walt Disney Company and/or 

Pixar, usually “closed” the festival. 



 

In spite of its rapid growth and increasing attainment cinematic significance in the post-

Yugoslav geographical context, for a short period of time it seemed that the SFF had lost its 

inventiveness and that that it was unsuccessfully searching for a an adequate model for itself. 

However, it reinvented itself rather quickly and adopted a central geographical focus on the 

region of Southeast Europe. As a result, in just a few years, the Festival’s Feature Film 

Competition Programme emerged as a leading regional programme, both in terms of scope 

and excellence of the films shown. These days, boosting regional production sustainably 

provides the SFF with more than a few outstanding, globally promising premieres. 

 

In addition, the Festival incorporated a powerful industry segment and introduced other side-

features of great film festivals. For example, the SFF’s own flashy, glamorous red carpet 

started to attract steadfast attention of the regional media year after year. In the words of 

Mirsad Purivatra, longstanding director of the SFF, the Festival’s, 

 

“red carpet is reserved for regional stars. The SFF is eager to make stars and that 

suggests that Sarajevo is relevant not only for the audience but also for film 

professionals. Over that carpet regional stars will walk into the making of their 

careers.” [11] 

 

In August 2014, the Sarajevo Film Festival is marking its 20th jubilee. In the past two decades 

it has “boomed” and risen into a leading regional film festival. It has evolved broadly from the 

original vision and purpose its creators had in mind in the 1990s. The official webpage of the 

Festival’s suggests that the SFF was established with the “aim of helping to reconstruct civil 

society and retain the cosmopolitan spirit of the city.” [12] Indeed, the people of Sarajevo 

heartedly perceive the SFF as a symbol of the city’s thriving culture and cosmopolitism. It 

emerged as an authentic part of their community. After all, the SFF was a film festival made 

for its audience. 

 

Nowadays, referring to Mark Peranson’s two ideal models of film festivals [13] (if we leave 

aside the “Hollywood studio involvement” element, of which quite surely there is none), the 

SFF shows features of an exemplary business film festival, of course, within its geographical 

scope and limitations. Each year the SFF attracts to its programmes and events an increasing 

number of regional and international film professionals and is perceived by many as a 



gateway to the flourishing Southeast European cinematography.  In the twenty years of its 

existence, the Festival has reached its physical boundaries and the new challenges for the SFF 

are insufficient infrastructural capacities of the rather small city of Sarajevo. Every August 

Sarajevo’s scarce infrastructural set-up is pushed to the limit. Yet the SFF has proved its 

adaptability before, and will surely overcome these new challenges. 

 
 
References 
 
Bajramović, D. ‘Dvadeset godina Poslije kraja svijeta‘ Slobodna Bosna, Vol. 889, 7 
November 2013, pp. 52–54.  
 
Bazdulj, M. ‘Kultura sećanja; April 1992 - April 2012: Hronologija opsade Sarajeva,‘ Vreme, 
Vol. 1109, 5 April 2012, pp. 70–79. 
 
Kurtović, L. ‘the Paradoxes of Wartime ‘Freedom’: Alternative Culture during the 
Siege of Sarajevo’ in “Resisting the Evil: [Post-] Yugoslav Anti-War Contention” edited by 
Bilić, B. and Janković, V., Baden-Baden: Nomos, 2012, pp. 197–224. 
 
Peranson, M. ‘First You Get the Power, Then You Get the Money: Two Models of Film 
Festivals’ in Dekalog 03: On film festivals, edited by Porton, R. London: Wallflower Press, 
2009, pp. 23-37. 
 
Turan, K. Sundance to Sarajevo: Film Festivals and the World They Made, Berkeley, CA: 
Univ. of California Press, 2002, pp. 89–108. 
 
Vukobrat, B. Mirsad Purivatra: ‘Sarajevo postalo relevantna tačka na filmskoj mapi‘ 
(interview with the director of the SFF), Radio Free Europe, 18 July 2010,  
http://www.slobodnaevropa.org/content/radio27_mirsad_purivatra_sff/2102775.html 
 
 
 
[1] www.ssf.ba/ (accessed on 27 February 2014) 
 
[2] It should be noted that the Sarajevo Film Festival is the FIAPF-accredited competitive 
film festival for a feature and documentary films from Central and Southeast Europe 
 
[3] http://issuu.com/sarajevofilmfestival/docs/20thsff_magazine, 20th Sarajevo Film Festival 
Magazine #2, (accessed on 28 February 2014) 
 
[4] Turan 2002, pp. 107. 
 
[5] Kurtović 2012, pp. 197. 
 
[6] Bajramović 2013, pp. 54. 
 
[7] Ibid 
 



[8] Bazdulj 2012, pp. 78. 
 
[9] www.fest.rs/ (accessed on 02 March 2014) 
 
[10] www.pulafilmfestival.hr/en/ (accessed on 02 March 2014) 
 
[11] Vukobrat 2010 (accessed on 03 March 2014) 
 
[12] http://www.sff.ba/en/page/about-the-festival (accessed on 04 March 2014) 
 
[13] Peranson 2009, pp. 27. 


