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Introduction 
 
At the 2011 edition of Prague Quadrennial, Serbia will be represented in the 
architecture section with the reconstruction of the National Theatre in Subotica. 
This facility, authored by Radivoje Dinulović, Zorica Savičić, Ranko Radović and 
Istvan Hupko, will be presented as an active scenic area. While it is not so 
unusual to activate a space before all the construction work is finished, it is very 
rare to have it happen when the work on the construction is still quite far from 
being finished. In fact, reconstruction begun in 2007, and the plan was to have it 
completed by 2012. Sadly, due to economic reasons the proceedings were 
delayed, so during the last four years the usually sceptical and reserved public in 
Subotica, started viewing the building site in the centre of the town with growing 
misgiving.  
 
That is why an interdisciplinary group of teachers, engineers and students, 
professionally and personally involved in the project and theatre life in Subotica, 
decided to create a public event at the construction site of theatre building. The 
idea of this performance was to show not only the potential of the future theatre 
space but also to make people aware of all the strengths and influences of this 
nodoubtably theatrical space.  
 
“The Construction-Site-Theatre” was a site specific project presented at the 
“Night of Museums” event, on 15th of May 2010. The authors of the project, 
Ljubica Ristovski and Tatjana Dadić Dinulović, invited residents and visitors of 
Subotica to come to the Theatre, to feel the environment of future theatre 
scenes, and to confront their own views, information and concerns with those of 
the authors, experts engaged in the project, and members of theatre’s artistic 
and technical staff. Students of Arts production from Belgrade, and of students of 
architecture from Novi Sad, had a special place in this project combining their 
theoretical knowledge with practical artistic experience. 
 
National Theatre in Subotica 
 
The creation of the urban identity of contemporary Subotica was determined to a 
large extent by the National Theatre that was built in 1854, designed by János 
Scultety. Due to its monumentality and urban location, the theatre building was 
and remains to this day one of the key elements of identification and a landmark 
of Subotica.  
 
The building reconstruction is done according to the programme adopted in 
1997. The whole endeavour was initiated with a call for entries, and the teams 
led by Zorica Savičić and Radivoje Dinulović were equally awarded. Design and 



construction is at all times subject to scrutiny by public debates and expert 
discussions about the status and usage of cultural heritage; and also about the 
changes in the urban structure, origin and role of contemporary theatre in 
general, and especially about the local, national and regional position and 
importance of this institution. 
 
The process of designing and planning lasted on and off for nearly twenty years. 
However, there was never an elaborate incentive to gather people around the 
project, nor were attempts made to create a “theatre building movement”. The 
public generally encountered a lack of accurate information pertaining to the 
targets and outcomes of the project. During that time the residents of Subotica 
witnessed the physical disappearance of their city landmark and in its place the 
growth of a reinforced steel skeleton. In these circumstances it has become of 
crucial importance to introduce "ordinary" people to the project and in direct 
contact with the audience examine their perception of the new theatre building, 
as well as to properly understand the future role of this institution in the cultural 
life of the city. Since the building and its space were already in place, they 
"offered themselves" as the most effective and convincing medium. Eager to 
explore the possibilities of this particular focal point of cultural life in Subotica, a 
team of teachers, students and artists from Subotica, Novi Sad, Belgrade and 
Rome, gathered to form the project "The Construction-Site-Theatre”. 
 
 
The Construction-Site-Theatre 
 
As a site specific project, "The Construction-Site-Theatre” was planned and 
executed in four segments. 
 
The „Construction site tour“ attracted the largest number of visitors. Hosts and 
guides through the future premises were individuals who knew the most about it 
– authors, designers, the supervising staff, contractors and investor 
representatives. Mobile stage lighting systems illuminated the object, therewith 
creating a temporary stage installation. During six hours of this specific event, 
several thousand individuals in almost a hundred organised tours of the 
construction site had the opportunity to review already recognizable areas for the 
stage and audience, halls, rehearsal rooms and the public spaces of the building. 
 
The slideshow “Photographing theatre in reconstruction” by Augustin Juriga, 
a local artist who has been following the daily events on the site since the very 
beginning, portrays in a unique way the role and impact the theatre has in the 
city. This collection of several hundred artistic photographs is an unusual and 
different chronicle of urban life in Subotica. 
 
The presentation „Actors for you“made by of the theatre ensamble took place 
on the future small stage. Therewith some part of the stage-audience area was 
infused with appropriate form and character of programme in the attempt to 



convey the future „theatre spirit“ to the audience. On the other hand, the event 
allowed the actors to explore unfamiliar ground, addressing a crowd of non-
typical theatre goers. 
 
A section of the structure on the first floor that is directly facing the city’s 
pedestrian zone, where a plethora of public content and theatre management is 
slated to be located, was converted to an „Architectural studio“. Students and 
assistants of the Department of architecture and urbanism at the Faculty of 
Technical Sciences in Novi Sad have put on display not only the documents that 
were the source for the project outline, but also their numerous views and 
deliberations in regards to relations between theatre, architecture and the city 
which they developed during a workshop held by professor Slobodan Danko 
Selinkić, titled „Ephemeral architecture“. This allowed young students and 
architects to create through unbound deliberation a dialogue between formal and 
informal, pragmatic and utopian, conservative and avant-garde. 
 
Through project evaluation, a positive shift was observed in audiences’ viewpoint 
regarding the new theatre, as well as a better understanding of the institution and 
its place in the future cultural life of Subotica. Furthermore, besides a 
considerable surprise that befell the members of the expert team regarding the 
public interest and reaction, a palpable strengthening of confidence about the 
final outcome of the project was evident.  
 
Perhaps the most profound shift towards a positive relation with the new 
theatrical premises happened to the theatre ensemble.  Motivating factor for 
taking part in this event was an opportunity to have a different, closer contact 
with the audience, and also the idea to perform during the „Night of the 
Museums“ manifestation transcended the usual boundaries of a theatre 
production and became a whole new experience with amplified attraction. 
 
Students, participants in the project, were very pleased to receive the opportunity 
to work in a team of experts from different fields, but also to share the 
enthusiasm and conviction in the common goal. They are very satisfied with their 
own accomplishments: “That day, in the rain, we ‘opened’ a door. I believe that 
this was never done before. Not that we needed to prove to someone the validity 
of an idea, but to share the joy of thinking about it...” Combining theoretical 
knowledge with the practical work in the production of artistic events was for 
some students of paramount importance. “This is the first big and substantial 
project that I played a part in and I am pleased, for myself, and for my fellow 
colleagues, because we worked as a team.”  
 
 
Project of the reconstruction of National Theatre in Subotica 
 
Traditionally, the audience in Subotica imagines that the concept of theatre 
compulsorily includes a conventional stage, the Italian Baroque "proscenium-



stage" and a conventional auditorium, set up in parterre and galleries. The large 
stage in the former National Theatre in Subotica perfectly suited those notions. 
However, innovative artistic research that was conducted at the National Theatre 
during the period from 1985 till 1995 under the management of Ljubiša Ristić, 
moulded the audience’s notions of theatre and theatre spaces - one that 
emerged from the basis of avant-garde movement in theatre and art of the 
twentieth century. Although these two traditions still coexist in the theatrical life 
throughout the world, they are completely opposite and exclude each other in 
matters of spatial relations and, thus the social character of the theatre. The first 
is directed towards the social elite, educated, wealthy citizens, and is essentially 
conservative. The second speaks to everyone; bringing down social and spatial 
barriers, not looking for enlightened, but looking for dedicated audience that can 
act as a participant in the creation of theatre. The former requires order, good 
manners and tranquillity in the gilded halls decorated with sculptures and red 
velvet, the latter seeks clean, demystified, blank space in which to bring the 
energy, often bordering with aggression. There is also a third tradition, that relies 
on the experience of the intimate theatre dating back from the second half of 
nineteenth century, in which the most important topic of theatrical space, and 
theatre in general, is to bring the actor and the spectator closer to one another, 
so they can see, hear and feel every movement and every sound.  
 
All this makes for an artistically, socially and architecturally complex situation, 
typical of any theatrically advanced environment, which has usually been 
resolved in the recent designing practice in two ways: with houses such as the 
National Theatres in London, Helsinki and Tokyo, where for each of these 
traditional models a distinct auditorium/stage space was built, or, as in 
momentous examples of theatres by Piscator in Berlin and by Meyerhold in 
Moscow that were never built, trying to achieve "total theatre". The team of 
authors in Subotica went in a different direction. Based on the experience of 
creative application of modern technology in the Berlin theatre Schaubühne am 
Lehniner Platz and the British approach to the reconstruction of historic theatre 
locations (Georgian Theatre and Orange Tree Theatre in Richmond, Almeida, 
Tricycle and The Gate Theatre in London), the authors focused on restructuring 
existing auditorium and stage spaces together with the public spaces of the 
theatre. 
 
The whole new linear stage was set up as a distinctive spatial entity, which can 
function as a unique space, but also as independent spaces at the same time, by 
simultaneous or alternating use of individual spatial sets. The flexibility in use of 
these complex spatial systems is provided by installing seven barriers which can 
be lowered to divide parts of the stage, and lifted in order to combine them 
together. These barriers are installed in pairs, which ensure good interconnection 
between all key points in the facility, and a high level of acoustic separation, and 
thus the autonomy in the utilisation of different spatial units. 
 



Along with this set of stages, a complex auditorium space has also been set, 
made up of three units with different capacity, technical, technological and 
environmental characteristics. The auditorium of the Concert Hall (old theatre 
hall), was conceived as unchangeable, except for the orchestra pit where 
different options of organising the space are at disposition. The auditorium of the 
large stage is constructed in the form of an amphitheatre, as wide and high as 
the stage itself, without a permanent proscenium arch, and with the floor that is 
structured as a system of movable platforms of varying height, making it possible 
to achieve full unity of stage and auditorium space and thus form the studio area 
of significant proportions. The auditorium of the small stage has a motionless 
auditorium in the shape of a half circle with movable elements which can be used 
so the audience forms the shape of three quarters or a whole circle. This spatial 
system enables the creation of an intimate stage-auditorium space of "theatre in 
the round" type, featuring appropriate stage technology systems, primarily 
lighting and sound, as this type of stage involves minimal use of décor and stage 
furnishings. 
 
Deep respect for history, different cultural layers and identities, collective 
memory, civic values and good practices of theatre audience in Subotica, and 
also for all the inhabitants or visitors of Subotica who experience theatre only 
through architecture, led the authors to a decision to refrain from repeating, citing 
or paraphrasing historical forms and architectural elements. The facades are 
therefore defined as a system of separate but interdependent elements, which 
are by their nature adapted to the spatial context of the street or square that they 
directly correspond to, as well as to the context of internal content which they are 
closing (or opening) to the outside. 
 
The main, southeast facade facing the main city square is particularly important 
for the understanding of this project. It is designed as a "vertical stage", with an 
array of platforms and stairs and a large door through which the inner space of 
the theatre physically connects to the public urban space. The facade covers the 
entire surface of the wall three meters deep, thus building a spatial structure that 
can be used as a basis for movement, play or event which becomes a scene 
immediately due to its position. This structure is also a basis for setting different 
artistic and promotional elements (installations, projections, screenings, 
displays...). Also, the facade has a function of connecting the square through 
stairs and ramps with a flat roof terrace directly linked to the rehearsal room in 
which public events could also be organised. 
 
 
Instead of a conclusion 
 
The theatre was always a unique topic – in the politics, in architecture and in the 
city. We do not have the right to project a theatre house, with an expected life 
term of a century or two, to adhere to the basics of current needs or 
circumstances. The theatre responds to the needs of the city, but it generates 



them as well. Theatre audience, just like the urban culture in the widest 
application of the term, also needs to be developed, built and maintained. 
Testimony of this fact is given by dozens of contemporary objects that have been 
erected recently and have provided exceptional new energy to the cities they 
grace.  
 
In Serbia, everything depends on individuals, on personal initiative, resilience 
and strength; therefore projects do not succeed unless there are people who are 
ready and willing to recognise their destiny and future therein. The success rate 
of the reconstruction project of the theatre in Subotica has varied throughout the 
years that have passed, and the future of the theatre will depend on our 
upcoming handling of the project and the house itself, thus affecting the cultural, 
social and urban entity of Subotica. 
 
The cultural policy we regard mostly as an envisioned, organised and directed 
production of artefacts – theatre performances, films, books and other creative 
works organised and performed in various ways. However, we almost never 
consider the building of houses and cities that most directly and dramatically 
impact the lives and culture of people, as a part of cultural policy. And when 
houses of utmost importance are being built, one of the most important tasks is 
to have the local people develop an identifying relationship with such projects. 
“The Construction-Site-Theatre” is an example of such an attempt.  


