Culture

Quiet during the
Day, Busy at Night

O

ne of the most beautiful
monuments in the Old
Bazaar, Skopje urban core,
is Kursumli An (pronounced
koorshoomli an). It is part
of the system of public buildings which
proved the town’s importance in the
past. Only in the Old Bazaar there were
three ans, predecessors of contemporary
hotels and hostels. They were part of the
so-called caravanserai buildings which
welcomed merchants and other travellers
throughout the Ottoman Empire. Today
Skopje’s Ottoman inns still welcome
visitors: Suli An houses the Art Academy
and Museum of the Old Bazaar, Kapan
An has several restaurants, and Kursumli
An, the biggest and most beautiful among
them, is a major cultural venue.
Kursumli An has thick walls and a square
ground plan with the traditional open
courtyard, sadrvan, in the middle, and a
beautifully crafted fountain in its centre.
The square stone columns on the ground
floor support the wide upper gallery
spanned with arches, which create an
intimate atmosphere. There is a total of
sixty rooms, twenty-eight on the ground
floor and thirty-two on the upper floor.
The ground floor rooms served as storage
spaces, while the rooms on the upper
floor served for rest and overnight stay,
each fitted with a fireplace. The walls were
built with alternative layers of high-quality
chiselled rectangular stones and brick
which have a beautiful decorative effect. It
also has distinctive small pyramid-shaped
domes which were once covered with led
(kursum), which gave the inn its name.
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The lead was removed during the First
World War and used for military purposes.
Since then the roof has been covered with
tiles. The main entrance to the inn has a
projecting porch and a dome-shaped roof
and houses the quarters of the inn keeper.
It is on the southern side and faces the
Old Bazaar. A unique architectural feature
that distinguishes Kursumli An from other
inns is the position of the stables and
auxiliary rooms in a separate yard on
the northern side, which was connected
with the main building with a separate
entrance. Next to the inn there used to
be a mosque and a hamam, a Turkish
bath. Together with the inn they formed

the usual axis of public life in the Ottoman
Empire. But both buildings suffered in the
big fire of 1689 and the earthquake of
1963, so today the mosque is gone and
the hamam stands in ruins.
Kursumli An was built in 1550 by Mula
Musledin Hodza, son of Abdul Gani, scientist
at the court of Sultan Selim II. Although the
inscription with the year of its construction
does not survive, we know several facts
about the inn, from the waqfnameh,
declaration of endowment, of its builder. It
is believed that Kursumli An stood on the
same place where in Pre-Ottoman time
merchants from Dubrovnik had their colony
in Skopje with workshops and warehouses.
During its existence, the inn was used for
various purposes and its function changed
a number of times. It was used as an inn
until 1787, when it was transformed into
a regional (vilayet) prison. From 1904
to 1912 it served once again as an inn,
while after World War I it was used as a
weapon depot. When Macedonia became
part of the Yugoslav Kingdom between
the two wars it served as a lapidarium
of the Museum of South Serbia. After
the liberation, when Macedonia became
a federal state within the Socialist
Yugoslavia, it was used as lapidarium of
the Archaeological Museum of Macedonia
which stands in its immediate vicinity.
The inn suffered a heavy damage in the
earthquake of 1963, after which it was
completely renovated.
Nowadays Kursumli An has a dual
function. It is an office space, but also a
cultural hotspot. During the day it only has
offices of cultural institutions, so that it is
a quiet place, where everyone can relax
taking a break from the busy life of the Old
Bazaar. In the evenings during the long
warm season, it is the site of numerous
open air cultural events including film
projections, concerts, theatre plays, and
literary readings.
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