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Nataša Mataušić, Museum Advisor 

Croatian History Museum 

 

RENEWING THE “EX-YUGOSLAV” PAVILION IN STATE MUSEUM AUSCHWITZ-

BIRKENAU 

 

BRIEF CHRONOLOGY 

 

60s Set up of the Yugoslav exhibition 

Since 1960 the State Museum Auschwitz-Birkenau has housed national exhibitions 

which were opened on the initiative of former inmates from different countries. 

After 1976 (as I know) the Museum of Revolution of the People of Yugoslavia (now 

Museum of History of Yugoslavia) set up an exhibition in the space within the 

memorial, located on the first floor of Block 17. 

The Austrian national exhibit was situated in the same Block (on the ground floor).  

 

2002 Started an initiative for closing the exhibit space (on the initiative of  

         Croatia) 

In 2002, on the initiative of Croatia, began actions which would lead to the closing of 

the exhibition. 

Why? 

Because: 

1. Yugoslavia no longer existed as a state. 

2. The Czech Republic and Slovakia Republic (former Czechoslovakia) already 

had their own individual exhibitions. 

3. After closure of the Yugoslav exhibition the possibility of creating a new 

exhibition based on scientifically established historical facts, divested of all 

ideological premises, opened up 

4. Yugoslav exhibition content was divided into two main themes. The first 

presented the occupation and development of the National Liberation War and 

Socialist Revolution (anti-fascist movement), and the other one presented 

deportations of Jews, Roma and members of antifascist movement to the KL 

Auschwitz-Birkanau, their “life”, death and resistance in the lager. 
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The museum design and the museum presentations had no major complaints, except 

that it had not exposed any original three-dimensional object, but copies of 

photographs and documents which mainly could be seen in other national settings. 

All textual explanations were in Serbian and Polish (only). 

In terms of content, legality of the socio-historical evaluation and interpretation of 

historical events at the time of creating the exhibition, caused overcoming ideological 

instead of scientific and professional approach.  

I'm referring to the glorification of the role of the Communist Party and complete 

oversight all of the other participants in the anti-fascist resistance. And it was, of 

course, one of the main reasons for seeking closure of the exhibit space in which 

where many examples of historiographic incorrect data, such as the number of 

victims in KL Jasenovac., the role of antifascist resistance in Serbia, etc. 

Term Yugoslav prisoners used for inmates from the former Yugoslavia in KL 

Auschwitz-Birkenau was not appropriate and didnt not precisely reflect the real 

condition (identification with the state instead of identification with a nation).  

Therefore, the term which should be acceptable is: the inmates from Yugoslavia. So 

iinmates from Yugoslavia consisted of various ethnic groups such as Serbs, Croats, 

Slovenes, Bosnians, Macedonians, Montenegrins ... Also, we have to differentiate 

Serbs from Serbia (or Serbian citizens) from the Serbs from Croatia and B&H 

(citizens of these countries) which  lived for centuries in these parts of the Kingdom of 

Yugoslavia. 

The name "Yugoslavs" was the official name given in the former (socialist 

Yugoslavia) for artificial nation, consisting of members of different ethnic groups.  

One of the most specific characteristics of Yugoslavia was its multi-ethnic structure  

five nationalities in six (national) republics: Slovenia, Croatia, Serbia, Montenegro, 

Macedonia and Bosnia-Hercegovina (the only republic without its own nation until 

1971). There were two autonomous municipalities, Vojvodina and Kosovo&Metohija, 

connected to Republic of Serbia.  

There were three main religions (catholic, Orthodox, Muslim) and three official 

languages (Croatian-Serbian/Serbo-Croatian, Slovenian and Macedonian) and from 

1971 five official languages (including Albanian and Hungarian) 

There were two alphabets (Latin and Cyrillic) and there were nine national minorities, 

which was actually quite a large number considering to the size of Yugoslavia.   
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2009 Closing of the exhibition to the public 

2009 the Yugoslav exhibit space was finally closed. The museum material, in fact 

exhibit panels were, returned to the Republic of Serbia, in Museum of the History of 

Yugoslavia. 

The republics of former Yugoslavia set the requirements for the allocation of space to 

set up national exhibitions. Mission impossible.  How to divide one space to six 

republics? from the beginning of the initiative,  the idea of State Museum was not to 

divide the exhibit space of the Block 17, but to prepare a joint permanent exhibition. 

 

2011 (29th of June 2011) Meeting in Belgrade 

The First Consultative meeting of the ex-Yugoslav Block 17 in the State 

Museum Auschwitz-Birkenau in the Republic of Poland was hold in Belgrade in 

June 2011. The representatives of the states emerging from the former Yugoslavia 

expressed interest in using Block 17. Croatia and Slovenia also expressed interest in 

using areas outside Block 17 if possible. 

The representatives have agreed to initiate an Inter-State Working group, consisting 

of two members of each of the interested states to adress issues concerning the use 

of the premises in Block 17. 

 

2011 (25th of October 2011) Meeting at the State Museum Auschwitz-Birkenau 

25th of October 2011 the meeting of Ambassadors of the successor states of the 

former Yugoslavia was held in The State Museum Auschwitz-Birkenau.  

Participants of the meeting, which was very turbulent, supported the initiative from 

the meeting in Belgrade, considering the establishment of an Inner State Working 

Grpu consisting of two representatives from each of the interested states who would  

bring expert decision regarding what the exhibition will look like and wheather it will 

be joint or individual.  

 

2012 (4th June 2012) First meeting of experts and Ministry representatives of 

states in Belgrade  

The first Regional Meeting of Holocaust experts and relevant ministry representatives 

with the participations of the National Fund for Victims of National Socialism from 

Austria and the State Museum Auschwitc-Birkenau (as observes) was hosted by the 

Ministry of Culture and Information Society of Serbia within the framework of 
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UNESCO s global initiative “Culture: a Bridge to Development”. The meeting under 

the name  “Holocaust education and intercultural understanding in South-East 

Europe: renewing the “Ex-Yugoslav Pavilion in Auschwitz Birkenau” was organised 

with the support of the UNESCO Venice Office. 

The meeting was attended by representatives from: Shoah Memorial (France), The 

Topography of Terror (Germany) and Holocaust Memorial Museum (USA). 

The meeting was very successful. 

First we established an international steering committee, composed of participating 

countries and international experts from the above mentioned institutions including 

the representatives of State Museum Auschwitz Birkenau and the National Fund for 

Victims of National Socialism from Austria as observes. 

 

On that meeting we finally agreed: 

 to work, through the renovation of the “ex-Yugoslav” Block 17 towards the 

preparation of a joint exhibit (without sharing exhibit space); 

 to form two sub-working groups: the first group consisting of Ministry 

representatives (with one coordinator per country), who will focus on all 

strategic, technical and financial matters, renovation works, funding, 

partnerships and coordination with national authorities. The second group, 

consisting of Holocaust experts (with one coordinator per country), who will 

focus on the concept, themes and design of the joint exhibit, and gathering of 

all related materials, share and exchange all information: 

 that the expert Working Group will focus its work for the preparation on the 

joint exhibition on the for themes: Time and Space, Victims, Perpetrators and 

Collaborators and Resistants. 

 

That was the beginning of our work. I think none of us believed in the success of this 

project, or at least had no doubt. On that first meeting there were no representatives 

from Macedonia.  

 

2012 Second meeting of the international steering group (5th of December) 

Second meeting took place in Sarajevo, Bosnia and Herzegovina (this time with 

representatives from Macedonia (The Former Republic of Yugoslavia Macedonia). It 
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was organized by the Ministry of Civil Affairs of Bosnia and Herzegovina , with the 

support of the UNESCO Venice Office (Antony Kraus).  

The meeting focused on two main agenda items: the renovations of Block 17 and the 

concept of the joint exhibition.  

We discussed measures to be taken for the renovation of the entire Block 17 on the 

basis of a structural and static analysis commissioned by the national Fund for the 

Victims of National Socialism (Austria). It was agreed that the successor States 

would need to jointly cover costs for the renovation of the exhibition area on the first 

floor, contributing in particular measures for electricity, heating, ventilation and safety 

systems… 

 

The coordinators of each working group presented the results of their work. After the 

presentation we had discussions an here are our conclusions.: 

 in the geographical scope: the focus of the exhibit should be the area of former 

Yugoslav States before the occupation in 1941; 

 central focus on the exhibition will be given to deportation mechanisms and 

groups of victims deported to Auschwitz, presentations on the different groups 

and profiles of inmates (who is deported to Auschwitz, why and how), the 

numbers of inmates. Because most Macedonian as Montenegrin Jews were 

deported and killed in Treblinka attention should be paid to the broader 

context of persecution polices in former Yugoslavia.  

 that we will share all historical documentation, testimonies from survivors and 

other material which can be used to illustrat the history, especially data for 

creation of a database of victims deported to Auschwitz. 

 

It is also suggested to force the opening of the exhibit space in 2015, to coincide with 

the 70th Liberation anniversary commemorations of Auschwitz-Birkenau.  

What a task! But now we had material to discussed, we had an idea whit what and 

how we would work. We had great support from our colleagues and experts from 

different countries and different institution. Together it was no longer mission 

impossible.   
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2013 Third meeting of the international steering group (18th of April) 

Third meeting took place in Skopje, Macedonia (…) and was organised by Ministry of 

Culture with the support of the UNESCO Venice Office. Before the meeting, we had 

an opportunity to visit historic sites of persecution of Macedonian Jews in Skopje and 

the Holocaust Memorial Centre. 

At the Meeting we discussed all the topics following the thematic structure of the 

exhibit. It was much easier than at the meeting in Sarajevo. We had much more 

information, much more documents, individual stories, video testimonies, etc. We just 

needed more time to process information and select them in accordance with the 

general idea of our exhibition: in the forefront must be victims of Auschwitz.  

 

We brought some conclusions referred to the timeframe and working methods: 

 the exhibition should open in 2015, to coincide with the 70th anniversary of the 

Liberation of Auschwitz-Birkenau what means that all the exhibit storyline 

(texst and items) should be finalized by June 2014. I hope we will do it!! 

 We established an Editorial Working group to facilitate the work and 

coordinate all inputs and comments received regarding the contents of the 

exhibit (with support of Karel Francapane and Antony Kraise both from 

UNESCO entrusted with the task to compile harmonize and edit).  

 The three appointed international experts (Radu Ioanid, Olivier Lalieu and 

Thomas Lutz) will continue to support in an advisory manner. 

 

And, what was the greatest acquirement of this meeting on the proposal of Antony 

Kraus is that we have agreed to upload aprox 10 to 15 items for all chapters into the 

dropbox which was established by UNESCO. We also got a standard template for the 

description of items. Step by step we are getting closer to the first exhibit story line. It 

was very hard to prepare all the items for next meeting, but we all did it. 

 

2012 Meeting in the State Museum Auschwitz- Birkenau (3-4-July 2013) “The 

mosquitoes meeting” 

The last, but not the least meeting took place in Poland. And it was a great one. 

The meeting was organized by the Auschwitz State Museum with the support of the 

UNESCO Venice Office within the framework of UNESCO s Intersectoral Platform for 

a Culture of Peace and Non violence. 
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The discussions on the first selection of exhibition items was structured by the four 

chapters earlier decided upon: Time and Space, Victims, Perpetrators and 

Collaborators and Resistance. Discussion on different items presented allowed for 

the identification of missing elements and priorities. It also provided an opportunity to 

define with more precision the inner structure of different chapters of the exhibition, 

thus defining already the main sequences of the display. We brought up many 

conclusions and many new tasks for next meeting which will be hosted in Zagreb.  

 

We also had the opportunity to visit several recently renovated national pavilions in 

order to identify good practices.   

 

At the end I want to thank everyone involved in this large and important project, 

especially to Antony Kraus, from UNESCO Venice Office, who left us, going to a new 

job. 

It was a very difficult task to bring all of us together, on the one joint project. Many 

have doubted of its successful outcome.  

But, with our work on the new permanent join exhibition we confirmed, as stated in 

the UNESCO framework initiative "Culture: a Bridge of development" the role of 

museums as tools for intercultural understanding, research and dialogue. 

 

I hope I will see you at the opening of our exhibition.  

 

 

 

 

 


