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Precious Legacy

Forty years after the
Prague Spring, Leo Paviat
and his museum reflect
the reemergence

of Czech Jewry

Daniel Savery, Prague
EO PAVLAT WAS 17 YEARS
old when Soviet tanks rolled into
Prague in August 1968 and put a
brutal end to the brief period of
political liberalization that

;eu to the beautifully-restored Spanish
ynagogue, a Moorish-style building complet-
ed in 1868, which is part of the museum com-
p_txandhalsuapunmexhihummm
history of Czech Jews. Indeed the museum is
the unifying heart of Prague’s Jewish commu-
nity. The museum maintains four historic ic syn-
agogues - Maisel, Spanish, Pinkas and
Klausen and the Hevra Kadisha hall, as well as
the old Jewish Cemetery.

X One can easily spend an entire day wander-
ing around the fascinating museum. One of the
most intriguing aspects of the museum is that

became known as the “Prague Spring " For the
next two decades, until the Iron Curtain was
tipped down in 1989, the Czech capital's cul-
tural and religious life was virtually silenced by
the Communist regime.

Today, 40 years later, Dr. Pavlat is director
of Pﬂguc's Jewish Museum, the Czech
Republic’s most popular museurn. It is located
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@ superb example of Renaissance architecture built in 1590,
‘complex

one lllin_i of Czechoslovakia's Holocaust
victims, m on its walls. The Jewish
cemetery the 15th century and is the
burial place of Rabbi Judah Loew, the Maharal

survived fires, pogroms and decades of neglect
&mmWﬂcMn‘xy\jﬁm wﬁw

Speaking to The Jerusalem Report in his
Mﬁ“mpﬂud‘tmnla
Mm‘, 'f“'-”ys'ﬁ.lh':mg grown up

padio stations. These activities brought him o
the attention of the secret police and he was for
bidden (0 meet certain people in public and, for
, he couldn't visit Jewish institutions

“At that time the Jewish Museum was like
an island,” says the bespectacled y-beard
ed, but youngish-looking Pavlat, speaking
English with a gentle Czech accent. It existed
but at the same time it did not exist. It was
partly opened for foreigners, but
researchers working here were not allowed to
be in touch with their colleagues abroad, There
were no books in Hebrew and it was almost
jmpossible 1 leam the language. When |
became more active in the underground move
ment, I was labeled a Zionist and a subversive
element, so | was not allowed access to the
Jewish Museum's library. It was strictly con
trolled by the secret police and was not able to
doits job."

AVLAT'S PERSONAL TALE
echoes that of a whole generation of
Czech Jews. From 1968 1o the end of

1989, he was unable 1o express his Jewish iden
tity in public because of state anti-Semitism.
During this period, the Holocaust could not be
mentioned, since this was considered a subver
sive topic by the secret police and survivors
were silenced. After the 1990 “Velvet
Revolution” led by playwright and newly
elected president Vaclay Havel, Jewish topics
became enormously popular, partly because
some Jewish personalitics such as Pavlat had
helped overthrow communism

Diplomatic relations with Israel, broken off
in 1967 after the Six-Day War, were restored
and., in July 1990, Pavlat, who had joined the
Foreign Ministry, became the second secretary
at the Czech Embassy in Tel Aviv. When he
returned 1o Prague in 1994, he was appointed
director of the Jewish Museum. It has become
an enormous international success and in 2007
alone, it welcomed 660,000 visitors.

The museum was established in 1906 ©
preserve artifacts from synagogues that had
been recently demolished due to the recon
struction of the Jewish quarter. In a bizarre and
tragic irony, it was the Nazi invasion in March
1939 that led 0 the huge expansion of its col-
Jection. Hitler intended the entire Jewish
Quarter of the city to become a museum of an
“extinct race” and the museum (0 become &
storehouse for over 200,000 objects, books and
archival material from all over Central Europe.

The wartime Jewish staff, who had already
Jost their families and working under constant
threat of deportation and death, devoted them-
selves to preserving this legacy, under the

local

upervision of Dr. Karel Stein (1906-1961)
The staff only survived while they could prove
that they were ‘useful’ 1o the Nazis. The vast
majority lost this fight and were deported to
Terezin and Auschwitz. However, one special-
ist who survived was Hana Volavkova, who
after the war returned to work at the museurm.
After the Nazi defeat, Dr. Volavkova (1904
1985), became the director on behalf of the
“The existence of the Jewish
Museum in Prague was paid for by the |
nearly all those who worked there during the
war,” she is quoted in a booklet published after
It was these people — people who
who laid the foun

community
es of

the war.
were to die without burial
dations for the post-war museum.” In 1950,
ownership was transferred to the Communist
regime and it was renamed the State Jewish
Muscum

Volavkova remained director, but dunng the
tense atmosphere of the political trials of the
1950s, Jewish themes were suppressed. The
only exhibitions held at that time displayed
children's drawings from Terezin. When Vilem
Benda became director in 1961, the number of
exhibitions increased slightly, culminating in
the ‘Millennium Judaicum Bohemicum’ (The
Thousand Years of the Jews of Bohemia) exhi
bition in 1968. During the two decades after the
Soviet invasion of August 1968, the museum
fell into disrepair and hardly any new exhibi
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MUSEUM DIRECTOR: Leo Paviat's personal tale echoes that of a whole generation of

-

tions o renovations were carried.out. IE 195
its collections were handed over 1O
Federation of Jewish Communities (FIC)
which serves as an umbrella organization foF
Jewish institutions in the country 2

“The Jewish Museum won fame for having
survived the war and the Communist era, but
when it was inherited by the Jewish Federationt.
it was in a very poor state. There was only one
computer and everybody was writing on type-
writers,” says Pavial “It was absolutely
neglected, no care, no exhibitions. SO, of
course we wanted 1o secure what we had =&
very precious Jewish Y.

After 10 years of restoration, today it is one
of the most famous Jewish museums in the

world

HETTO LIFE BEGAN IN BOHEMIA
Gnm the Czech Republic) in 1179,

when the church announced that
Christians should avoid touching Jews and @ set
of walls was built in the Stare Mesto area of
Prague. By day movement was free, but in the
evening and on festivals the gates of the ghetto
were locked. In medieval times the Jewish com:
munity faced pogroms, banishments and mur-
der allegations. In the 16th century, the ghetto
became a center of Jewish mysticism and had a
population of around 7.000 inhabitants, among
them, Rabbi Loew. The museum will mark the
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400th anniversary of his death, September 7.

mm.wc‘m i pemnants of l./r‘.n Jewry back (0 the aban- find out what happened o therm, They can leam  synagogue Occupying 3 modest apartiment

In 1784, under Emperor Joseph 1L the ghet- gned synagogues” Witlmann was bom into n  about the history of loeal Jewish communities  building. the Bejt Simcha community centef |
: family in northem Bohemia in 1956 that do not exist sy mons offers educational programs,  incloding

Shabbat eve wef-

A opencd and, by 1850, it was g although she lived under the Communist Shiin Msdone, eod }

incorporased into the city and renamed Josefov
Before Worki War n‘b.uh,e. OBy e always hekd onto her Jewish identity, | HE FIC STATES THAT THERE ARE  vices in its library. Except for 4 small Mageh |
was ane of the largest in Burope - over 92,000 B 10 say honestly that anything | ever start I over 1000 registered members of David at the entrance, Bejt Simcha looks like )
Jews lived in Praguc. After mass < started with anger,” says Wittmann, who Jewish communities in the Crech  any other apartment banlding m Prague’s new 5
10 the ghettolconcentration camp of Terezin ed theology before leading tours. “Ibegan  Republic (in 1993 Crechoslovakin peacefully — city. lnside, it also houses a privae Jewish
(around 40 miles outside the city) and later 1 see countless numbers of mainly American  split into the independent Crech Republic and  school. for children sged 4-16. More than 60
Auschwitz, less than 15,000 Crech Jews B Bnglish Jews coming here, with no guides,  Slovakia), of whom 1,600 reside in Prague.  children take purt in activities 3t the whool,
remained. Of the vast magority of Crech Jews p explanation and no religious services.” Finding cxact figures for the toal Jewish pop  which offers a pluralistic view of the Jewish
However, by 1989 anew revolutionary spir-  ulation is difficult, due 10 decades of intermag-  teaditions. Bejt Simcha has over 100 members |
|

who were taken 1o Terezin (or Theresionstadt).
97.297 died. among whom were 15.000 chil-
dren. Only 132 of those children were known
1o have survived.

Wwiis sweeping across Eastern Europe and in - rying and emigration. Thomas Kraus FIC and publishes 3 monthly magasioe Maskil,
mber, just seven days afier the fall of the  executive director, says, “There are a number  which is Sistributed to all the Jewish comme-
in Wall, Praguc students armed with can-  of various Jewish secular’ organizations which  nities and other institutions afl over the Czech
wnd flowers confronted baton-wielding  fall under the auspices of the Federation, Republic. ZLU is smaller congregation of
., For six weeks Prague was in the throes  including the Union of Jewish Youth, & branch  around a0 people and rents 3 room off the old

Ca Jews were in te p

Holocaust and more than 60 synagogues in the o the “Velvet Revolution” —a series of srikes,  of the Word Union of Jewish Students, sport-  sown square oo Dlouha Steoct for Shabbat eve

Crech lands were destroyed. pickets and celebrations that culminated in the  ing clubs Maccabi and Hakoach, the Women's  services. There are also two Lauder Orthodox
ection of Vaclv Havel to the presidency on  Zionist Organization and the Terczin Initiative,  schools in the city, an clementary schood and

The Soviet Red Army entered Prague o 2
rapturous. reception on May 9, 1945. Not s~ ‘GOLEM COUNTRY: Prague's Jewish Cemetery dates from the 15th century and is
prsingly. the Communist Panty swepx the burial place of Rabbl Judah Loew, often associated with the Golem folktale iy
m-hl%mlﬁhp—

Stalin, its leaders were soon encoumged  finding out what happened 1o his own repressive countries

. family.  of the most ies in the Eastern
hmmuﬁpu:h-d_iw He says his mother rarely spoke of the bloc and the Jewish cmmunny‘mmngain
including Judaism. regime demolshed  Holocasst becanse of fear of the Communist  found itself isolated.

December 29, 1989. (a non-profit organization that supporss and 3 secondary school, with spproxmately 130
Immediately after the “Velvet Revolution,”  pursues research into the history of the Nazi's students. The mun funchomng synagogues
ithe long process of restitution of Jewish prop-  “Final Solution” in the Czech temitonics of  ake run summer and ceemng classes calering
began and the Federation of Jewish Bohemia and Moraviak Alogether, these insti-  for all ages.

unities assembled around 1,000 records  tutions comprise approximately another 2.000 Ant-Semitism 1 0ot sen 35 3 problem in
of communal Jewish property The list was  people. It is estimated that there are an addi-  the new Czech Republic. Last November 2
incorporated into a govemment bill. In 1992, tional 10000 to 15,000 unregistered Jews in  right-wing cxtemust group linked 10 Beo-

around 90 synagogues and dozens of Jewish  mpme :
cemeteres were closed down. Nearty balf of e w'ml Sia Jender; ofy 8 ‘the Pinkas Synagogue reopened as a perma-  the country.” Nazis planned 3 macch through the Jewish
the counry’s 15,000 Jews emgrased w brac Y 1968 THE POLITICAL TIDE WAS _called Bejt Simeha, says: -1f i dn Bragoe wxhibition s of the Jewish Museum.  There arc three regularly functioning quarier. The propoed march was oppased by
after the war, but after 1949 emugranon became changmg and when reform-minded  Jewish quanier e e sher almost a quarter of a century of nter. Orthodox. synagogues in Prague: the Jewish leaders in Prague. incloding Paviat
almost impossible. Alexander Dubcek took over the  those days - the guide would sa) ‘:ll;c:';wlv: work. the task of inscribing the walls of  Altneuschul (Orthodor). the High Synagogue  and was eventually banned by City Hall

% s e with over 80,000 names of (modem Orthodox)and the Jubilee Synagogue.  There were five seported anti-Semitic inci-

The Slansky trial of 1952 had a cearfy 8- Commumst Party leadership in Jamuary, he i
3 did, the Jews ate, the Jews felt, -
W:M-_QM ardered a0 end 1o cemsonship and encouraged m’ni{:kwsdid::e?inj::‘ynz:
:q -u‘.u H—ﬁug’:wm s if Hitler had won the war, [ thought, "We
H‘ general secretary Caech chy i Jews the stones from the cemetery
grl’n].dﬂﬂs-u_d m_—i?wac&kﬂd &m-wnli;’i:g peopleo‘{
_ ‘--mﬁ—wd—d!“’ comemumism, “socialism with  buman face™  Wittman, in her 205 in the carly 1980s, wit-
: - L300t ConSperacy sgamst Mamy young Jews were involved in the  nessed this atitude while working in the
dnwuﬂh; = "t =iy e
quent of Jews were s dl-.“ﬁ‘:'-y-’hymd Nevertheless, in the 1980s Western inferest
long- P ‘oppression. Young . a Pavist were  in Prague’s Jewish legacy growing.
:-&-:_Adu-& -*DH.””'M& |m|m;-mw:-mhm:
grate 10 lsracl kep their Jewish identify secret.  fime i their fives and were eager 10 atend the  acruss uuu. o..g..hdu
:mﬂlﬁa—-ﬁ&# -h-‘”";-‘h Ce l: *dé iy oy
became 2 focus of propagands, with s Then Sowier leader Leonid Brezhnev  the exhibition would be. Jt set nc m-:
exhibits exalting the wartime role of the declarnd that cvents in Prague were “no longer muw:ﬁm-m
uly&ﬂ-lmﬁ 4 el matier” and 3 massive Wanaw Pact  inspired people 10 travel to Prague
P At mare obvious ant- force was sent in 10 stamp out the Czech exer- Also, the reforms of Soviet u“l:ﬁm
n—.MJn&.‘l: dead, including muu‘w" ey ‘w:z
v - Communist attitudes starting
Caoch modi'sbismed covenge of e 56Dy e fem L. Accomin 10 fhe Amvricn 10 g o i

zechoslovak Jews who perished in the on Jeruzalemska street (also known as the  demts in the Czech Republic last yess, includ
olocaust, was completed. The Maisel Jerusalem Synagogue) In addition, Chabad ing the overurming of 25 lombstones i 3
jynagogue, which dates from 1590, was also holds services at its center on Punzska  Jewish cemetery Pisek, south of Prague. A
in 1995, followed by the Spanish  Street, in the heart of Josefov. 2000 law cutlaws Holocasst dental and prc

suc (built in 1868) in 1998, These syn- There have been disputes within the com-  vides for prson sentences of ux months «©
es are now part of the Jewish museum,  munity over control of the Alneuschul (Old-  three years for public demial. questioning.
ocated in Josefov, which in post-Communist New tymgngm..hingrnml:wlmg.m spproval of or atlempts w0 justify the Nast

es has become a fashionable up-market functioning synagoge in Europe. The tension  genocide.
eighborhood lined with designer shops.  began in 2004, when Rabbt Karol Sidon, the “Genenaily speaking anti-Semitism s on the
lly, it seems the old ghetto is now hot chief rabbi of the Czech Republic, was dis-  margin of socwety.” says Paviat “You cannot
erty. missed by Tomas Jelinek, the bead of the  find tents or verbal expressions of anti-
Today Jewish tourists from all over Europe,  Prague Jewish conmnunity executive board  Semitism at political levels. OFf course ihere ans
United States and Ismel, flock 0 Prague.  This infuriated those comununity members  groups of eo- Nz and there are cxtreme left-
1o discover the city's Jewish history who admired Sidon as 8 former anti- st that smxck Zionim using ant-Semitic
Commanist dissident, credited by many with stereotypes, but these people are purely
ys Paviat, “but at the same bime we have  helping to rebuild the Jewish community after  extremisy”

developed programs for our Jocal audience 1989, Jelinek, who is seculas, snd Sidoa, who Pavist believes that, 40 yeans after the his-
1 think we owe them,” refemng (0 res- is Orthodox, had contrasting visions for the  torc events of the Prague Spring. the Jewish
s of Prague, Jews and non-Jews, who mmmnm)‘\f\mg well as personal differ-  community shares an unbreakabie bood. “This
keep the Jewish museun alive by finan-  ences. They took their dispute ©© a mbbinical s & commumity of common faith.” be says.

majority of our visitors are foreignen.”

War in 1967. It was very important for me Dissibasion Commisee change throughout Europe.
h"”"‘—-&' cn : r““ldmwhﬂm -z who had set up 4 busi- Belp and community support.“In 1996 we  court in Israel, which hecked Jelinek. Sidom, "This i a community, which survived the

Wittmann, & -
hhmm established the educational and cultural center who had been presiding over services for  Shoah and this memory is a very unportant part
and h 8,000 students & year, studying counes on moce than 4 decade at the Altneuschul, wass  of Jewish identity here in Prague.” He pauses
ish culture, wnti-Semitism, Jewish radition  moved wv.hemen\l«l\MSyw. for 3 moment. “During the Communist regime |
d religion. We have a program called Praguc’s two lideral communities - Bejt Jewish topics were taboo. Many peuple had &
who Di " o help people  Simeha and the ZLU Uewish Liberal Union) distorted view of Jews, 50 we atmed 1o improve
or neighboes and are much smalier and there is no Progressive  this. | would say that we have succeeded™ ®

"Neighbo 0
ge and find Jewish friends
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