Melita Švob

Protection of the Jewish cultural heritage in Croatia
Several decades after our Jewish community was almost completely destroyed in Shoa, and Jewish property seized, first by Nazi and then during the communist time, a process of the restoration and return of the Jewish communal property has begun. At the site where synagogue in Zagreb used to be (destroyed by Ustashas in 1941-1942), which was returned to the Jewish community in Zagreb in December 1999, a Jewish cultural centre with Museum and synagogue is to be built. 

            This is very difficult task because the majority of our artwork and archives are in the Jewish Museum and Archive in Belgrade, parts of our heritage are in Museums in Croatia, in Croatian State Archives and National and University Library (rare books) or their remnants are stolen, dispersed or are in private possession.             

Committee for the protection of Jewish cultural heritage in Jewish community in Zagreb (head Ms Mira Wolf) try to protect, restore and gather items of Jewish cultural heritage, on the first place sacral objects connected to the liturgy, the so-called Judaica. 

We will inform, shortly, about some new positive actions in Croatia.

The Croatian Parliament adopted in 1997 the Law on compensation for the property seized during the Yugoslav communist rule. In the meantime, this particular Law, which also includes the restitution of cultural assets, has been improved, according to the Constitutional Court decision giving the right to foreign physical persons to obtain compensation 
The provisions of Article 54 of the mentioned Law apply to works of arts in museums, galleries, etc. which have become, as part of the property of these institutions, their ownership on the basis of special regulations.
The Croatian Parliament adopted the Law on the Jasenovac Memorial Area, a new laws on the Protection and Preservation of Cultural Goods (1999), on the Museums (1998), on the Libraries ( 1997) , on the Archives (1997) etc. 
               Among the confiscated and dispossessed book material was the entire library of Zagreb lawyer and bibliophile Lavoslav Šik (born 1881 in Vienna, 1942 murdered in Concentration Camp Jasenovac). Before he was deported, he gave his library and archives for safe-keeping to the National and University Library, depositing it to the charge of his friend Mr. Mate Tentor, that time its head-master. Šik’s widow Ela assigned it by her will to the Jewish Community in Zagreb, which took it over in 1959, keeping it within its headquarters in 16, Palmotićeva Street.

               Alongside with the books, to the National and University Library have been given too for the custody the Šik’s archives, yet for instant the Jewish Community put in the custody to the Department of the manuscripts and the rare books of the National and University Library. 

The Central Archives of the Department for Information and Documentation Activities related to cultural heritage of Ministry of Culture of the Republic of Croatia, keeps among other documents basic source of information on confiscated cultural-artist objects during II World War and after 1945 including on Jewish property of this kind. 

An ARTnews contributing editor, dr. Konstantin Akinsha, was researching the Mimara Museum, Zagreb during 2001 .An ARTnews investigation revealed that more than a dozen of the objects, some of which came from victims of the Holocaust, are mostly in museums in Belgrade and one object on display in the Mimara Museum in Zagreb can be matched to the list of those erroneously restituted to Mimara in Munich (December 1948, the Central Collecting Point). It is a painted-glass Venetian wedding cup, which was dated to the 17th century.

In 1948 Mimara donated 148 paintings and sculptures also to the Strossmayer Gallery in Zagreb, in which K.Akinsha has not found any questionable acquisitions. 

By the year 2002, the Croatian State Archives has submitted 335.830 microfilm frames to the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum relating to Agreement of archival cooperation by researchers and representatives. 

In accordance with the mentioned Agreement the entire material on the Holocaust has been microfilmed and stored in the Croatian State Archives except for one part, which was prepared for filming - 468 boxes of files on confiscated property in the 1076 PON (series DKI) collection. This is for us the most interested collection because it contains data about possessions which every Jew in Croatia must declare in 1941 to Nazi authority. 

The  camp Jasenovac Memorial Area was devastated during the recent war because Jasenovac was within occupied area of the Republic of Croatia from October 1991 to May 1995. The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, Washington had taken over materials plundered from the Jasenovac Memorial Area which was kept since 1991 in the Serbian Republic, a part of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Those materials have been returned to Croatia, i.e. to the Jasenovac Memorial Area/ Memorial Museum, on December 6, 2001.

The Dubrovnik synagogue, which was established in 1498, present one of the oldest  (still working) synagogue in Europe, was renovated and now Jewish museum has been established with valuable collection of items which were brought to Dubrovnik from Spain in 15th century and belong to religious tradition. These unique collection was send (in 1993) to Yeshiva University in New York only for exhibition “The treasure of Dubrovnik”, but then  followed  a long procedure for return, in which was engaged Jewish community, town Dubrovnik, Croatian  government  and international institutions. 

There is a great interest for Jewish heritage in local museums and archives in towns Osijek, Split, Rijeka, Varaždin, Koprivnica, Našice, Vinkovci and others with exhibitions, research and publications which was supported  by local authorities, Jewish community and  with special  engagement of Ministry of Culture.

On the end of my presentation I wish to introduce Research and documentation centre in Zagreb where I am director.

The Research and Documentation Center of the Holocaust victims and   survivors in Croatia was founded by Claims conference and Jewish community Zagreb and supported by JOINT  in April 2000. In March 2002 Center was registered as a scientific institution by the Municipal administration and Ministry of sciences. 

Center organized collection, preservation, categorization and research of material and documents about Holocaust in Croatia. Center established computer databases: for the Holocaust victims in Zagreb and 29 (other than Zagreb) communities in Croatia  and special database for Holocaust survivors in Croatia, in cooperation with Yad Vashem and Holocaust museum. 

Center develops research projects (in cooperation with other institutions and researcher) and established a network of co-workers in the Jewish communities (10) and in Association of Holocaust survivors for collecting and preserving documentation about Holocaust. 

Center makes result available by seminars, media, lectures and publication With this important  data Centre can contribute to the process of restitution of stolen Jewish property.

