The University of Cracow Library under Nazi
Occupation: 1939-1945

Marek Sroka

This article examines the short but dramatic period of Nazi occupation
of the University of Cracow Library. It explores Nazi policies toward Polish
cultural and educational institutions, especially in the General Gov-
ernment and its capital, Cracow. It examines the ideological goals and
Germanization policies of the Staatsbibliothek Krakau as expressed by
the governor-general, Hans Frank, and carried out by the library director,
Gustav Abb. The article discusses Gustav Abb’s tenure in the library
and his sometimes ambiguous attitude toward the Polish personnel and
the library’s Polish collection. Also discussed are the role of Edward
Kuntze, the prewar library director, and clandestine activities of the Polish
staff.

Introduction

One of the most traumatic periods in Polish history was the experience
of World War 11, which for Poland began on 1 September 1939 with the
Nazi invasion. While Hitler’s immediate aim was to conquer the Polish
territory and incorporate it into German Lebensraum (living space),
the ultimate goal of the invasion and subsequent occupation was the
destruction of the Polish state, its people (particularly Polish Jews), and
its culture.

After defeating the Polish armed forces in a fearsome Blitzkrieg (light-
ning war), the Germans proceeded to organize their administration in
the occupied territories. Cracow, the old capital of Poland, was chosen as
the administrative center of a newly formed Generalgouvernement (General
Government), the part of Poland not annexed into the Third Reich. Hans
Frank, a senior Nazi lawyer, Reichsrechtsfiihrer (Commander of Law in the
Third Reich), founder and first president of the Academy of German
Law, was appointed governor-general by Hitler. Frank established his
residence at the old royal castle, once occupied by Polish monarchs. It
was a symbolic act, as it meant transforming Cracow and the rest of
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Poland into Hitler's new kingdom. Frank also changed the historical
Polish name of the castle, Wawel, into German. From that time onward it
was to be called Krakauer Burg (Cracow’s castle).

Nazi officials made it clear that Poland was of use to them “only as a
reservoir of labour.”> German administrative units were instructed to
engage in “a hard racial struggle (Volkstumskampf) which will not permit
any legal restrictions.”® This struggle would be fought primarily against
Poland’s political, cultural, educational, and religious elite and their
institutions. Hans Frank, echoing Hitler, put it very bluntly: “What we
have now recognized in Poland to be the elite must be liquidated.” He
was also expressing the will of his Fuhrer when he said that the Polish peo-
ple were “to become a society of peasants and workers” with no “cultured
class.” In May 1940 Heinrich Himmler, Reichsfiihrer SS (Commander of
the Nazi special police force), suggested that “for the non-German pop-
ulation of the East [of Europe] there is to be no higher school than the
four-grade elementary school.”® A similar view was expressed in a report
compiled by two NSDAP (Nazi Party) officials, E. Wetzl and G. Hecht,
proposing that Polish high schools, colleges, and universities be closed
and the teachers forbidden to practice their profession. The report also
suggested that cultural censorship be introduced, affecting not only
Poland’s educational institutions but also the Polish press, theaters, and
even cabarets. Any references to Polish language, literature, history, and
culture would not be tolerated.” The only kind of information allowed
was Nazi propaganda. Possession of radios by Poles was not allowed.
Radio sets were confiscated and replaced with a network of loudspeakers
displayed in public places. These loudspeakers broadcast official news
bulletins and communiqués of the Nazi authorities. Publication of pre-
war newspapers was prohibited. The only kind of press allowed by the
authorities was Nazi newspapers, some of them also published in Polish.

The new Nazi Kultur (culture) spread racial hatred and justified the
looting or destruction of Polish books and art collections. In the years
1940 to 1943, Hans Frank’s Hauptabteilung Propaganda (Department of
Propaganda) compiled lists of Polish books considered “hostile” and
“dangerous” to Germany, which were therefore judged unerwiinschten
(undesirable).® These lists contained 3,224 “undesirable” titles. The com-
plete works of as many as sixty-eight authors were totally banned, includ-
ing all authors of Jewish origin.’

Poland’s art collections also suffered terrible losses. The Nazis seized a
great number of works of art from private and state collections.
Ironically, the Nazis used two museum buildings in Warsaw and part of
the Jagiellonian Library to store the looted items. By the end of 1942,
Frank claimed that 90 percent of the art works in the General Govern-
ment territory had been “safeguarded.”*® Officially, the works were
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captured for their protection, but in fact they were eventually taken
to Germany, where they ended up in the hands of the highest Nazi offi-
cials, including Hitler himself who, for example, gladly accepted thirty
drawings by Direr from the Czartoryski and Lubomirski collections.™
The Nazis wanted, primarily, to secure works of art they considered
“Germanic” and to “return” them to the Reich.> They dismantled the
high altar of St. Mary’s Church in Cracow and shipped it to Berlin. The
altarpiece was carved by the Nuremberg artist Veit Stoss (Wit Stwosz) in
Cracow in the years 1477-1489. It had been commissioned by the city
council of Cracow, and the sculptor used many Cracow inhabitants as
models for his work.*® Fortunately, after the war the altar was found in
Nuremberg and returned to Cracow. The Nazi authorities, however, did
not limit their looting activities only to “Germanic” art. Governor-
General Hans Frank furnished his many private residences with appro-
priated art works. His private collection of paintings (looted from
Cracow and Warsaw) included works by such prominent artists as
Belotto, Leonardo da Vinci, Raphael, and Rembrandt.** Cracow was, by
no means, the only target of Nazi plundering squads. Looting took place
all over Poland and affected not only national museums (e.g., the Royal
Castle in Warsaw, the National Museum in Cracow, or the Wawel Castle
and Cathedral in Cracow), but also private collections.™

In the midst of these horrible events a quiet but determined resis-
tance was growing to save as much as possible of Poland’s cultural her-
itage.'® Polish librarians played a vital role in this undeclared war. The
University of Cracow Library was one of many sites where librarians car-
ried on a struggle requiring perseverance and intelligence, but most of
all great courage.

From Closing to Official Reopening: November 1939-April 1941

On the eve of the German invasion, the University of Cracow Library,
the oldest Polish academic library, also known as the Jagiellonian Library
(Biblioteka Jagiellohska), was one of the most important educational and
cultural centers in Poland. Its collection consisted of 600,000 volumes and
included a great number of invaluable manuscripts and incunabula.*’

Edward Kuntze, the library director, predicting the inevitable outbreak
of hostilities, decided to safeguard some of the most precious rare books
and drawings. These were stored in the deep cellars of medieval build-
ings in the city’s center in the hope of withstanding German air raids.
Fortunately, the city was not destroyed but had to surrender to the
German forces on 6 September 1939. Many people believed that the
Germans would graciously allow the University of Cracow and its library
to reopen for the new academic year. That is why, when Bruno Miiller, an
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SS official, invited professors and fellows of the university and the poly-
technic to his lecture, 183 of them showed up. Muller was expected to
give a talk about the NSDAP (Nazi Party) policy toward science and uni-
versities. Instead, the invited scholars were arrested by the SS and sent
to concentration camps in Sachsenhausen and Dachau. Several months
later most of them were released, but 15 of them perished in the
camps.’ The arrest on 6 November 1939, known as Sonderaktion Krakau,
dashed any hopes of the Germans’ willingness to sustain the Polish edu-
cational system. There was to be no Polish secondary or higher educa-
tion. On the same day that the Nazis rounded up the professors, the
university and its library were closed by the Gestapo.

In the following months the library was occasionally visited by
Governor Frank’s representatives, who would take books or drawings
without leaving any receipts. Polish librarians were not allowed to come
back to work. The only Polish staff worker whom the Germans tolerated
was Jan Pietras (a stacks worker before the war). He lived close to the
library and spoke fluent German, so he was frequently summoned by
German officials for assistance in finding items stored in the library
stacks. Pietras began to monitor patrons and borrowed items by writing
reports for his prewar supervisor, Edward Kuntze. He would also visit
Kuntze in his apartment to keep the latter informed about the Germans’
activities in the library. Unfortunately, Pietras was not always allowed to
accompany dishonest patrons, who took advantage of the absence of the
personnel to steal books or drawings.

The situation changed in April 1940, when the Nazis decided that the
library buildings should be turned over to a newly formed Institut fur
Deutsche Ostarbeit (The Institute for German Labor in the East), also
known as Ostinstitut. Governor Frank appointed his close friend Wilhelm
Coblitz head of the institute. The creation of the Ostinstitut was just
another step, after the arrest of the professors, in a premeditated cam-
paign of Germanization and the destruction of Polish culture and educa-
tion. At first the Nazis planned to use part of the collection of the
University of Cracow Library for the Ostinstitut and its new library.*® This
plan, however, never materialized as the Nazi administration in Berlin
decided to reorganize certain Polish libraries, including the Jagiellonian
Library, and model them after German Staatsbibliotheken (state libraries).
The libraries in the occupied territories were devised to serve future
German research centers and universities.”® By 1941 four Staatshiblio-
theken had been created in the former Polish territory. These included
libraries in Cracow, Warsaw, Lublin, and Lvov.?* The Nazis decided to
gather major collections from local academic and research libraries in
each Staatshibliothek. The state library in Warsaw, organized and super-
vised by Wilhelm Witte, included the collections of the University of
Warsaw Library, the National Library, and the Krasifiskich Library. The
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state library in Lublin was created on the basis of the collections from
the Catholic University of Lublin Library, the Jesuit College Bobolanum
Library, and the H. Lopacifski Library. Finally, the Cracow State Library
incorporated a great number of books from the Jagiellonian Library and
several college libraries in Cracow, including the Mining and Metallurgy
Academy, Polish Academy of Sciences and Letters, Art Academy, and
Trade Academy.??

The situation was much worse in the territories annexed into the
Third Reich, where the Nazi authorites confiscated a great number of
books from Polish libraries and stored them in warehouses. Such ware-
houses, euphemistically called Buchsammelstellen (collecting centers for
books), were created in Katowice, Poznaf, and other cities.”® The books
stored in those warehouses (about three million volumes in Poznah
alone) were often damaged, looted, and abandoned.?*

The Nazi policy toward Polish libraries needed only to become more
institutionalized. A special department within the General Government
administration, Hauptverwaltung der Bibliotheken (Main Administration of
Libraries), was created to deal with libraries. It was placed under the
authority of the Hauptabteilung Wissenschaft und Unterricht (Main Depart-
ment of Science and Education) in the Office of the Governor-General.®
Gustav Abb was designated head of the Main Administration of Libraries
in the General Government territory and director of the reorganized
Jagiellonian Library, the Staatshibliothek Krakau (Cracow State Library).
After working as a department head in the Prussian State Library, Abb
became the director of the University of Berlin Library.?® In July 1940 he
was sent to Cracow to help with the organization of Staatshibliotheken in
the General Government territory. Following the German invasion of the
Soviet Union in June 1941, Abb was also appointed the Kommissar fr die
Sicherung der Bibliotheken und Betreuung des Buchgutes (Commissary for the
protection of libraries and welfare of books) in the “eastern territory.” %’
His jurisdiction extended not only to the former Polish territory but also
to the conquered Soviet lands. The quick advancement of Abb’s career
was due in part to his political servility. He was one of the first German
librarians to join the Nazi Party.?®

The Germans decided to move the collection of the Jagiellonian
Library from its old buildings, which were now occupied by the Ostinstitut,
into a newly constructed library building. The building, completed on the
eve of the Nazi invasion, was a state-of-the-art edifice and at “that time
a top achievement of library architecture on the world scale.”® The war,
however, had delayed the move into the new facility. Abb adopted the
prewar moving plans, prepared by Edward Kuntze, and agreed to employ
Polish personnel to do the job. The move began in August 1940 and
ended in October the same year. A total of 643,937 volumes, including
those hidden just before the war, were relocated to the new building.*
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Despite the circumstances Polish librarians were glad to see the collec-
tion being moved to a new and safer place, and they were also happy to
be working again. As one of them put it, it helped them “to forget about
the oppressive nightmare of the [Nazi] occupation, at least for a while.”"

The new library also received a great number of books from some of
the University of Cracow departmental libraries and several college
libraries in Cracow, including the Mining and Metallurgy Academy,
Polish Academy of Sciences and Letters, Art Academy, and Trade
Academy. These institutions of higher learning and their libraries had
been closed by the Germans. Kuntze felt that the only way to save their
collections from destruction was to incorporate them into a newly formed
Staatshibliothek. He was able to convince Abb that these collections could
greatly enhance the quality of the new Staatshibliothek’s collection. Abb
and Kuntze met for the first time when the former was working in the
Prussian State Library. After that they met many times at various inter-
national conferences, including the IFLA conference held in Warsaw in
1936.% It seems that Abb to some degree respected Kuntze and was at
least willing to hear his prewar colleague’s suggestions. Abb’s permission
to incorporate other collections into the Staatshibliothek Krakau may have
another explanation as well. He probably realized that he would not be
able to run the new library efficiently without the experience and knowl-
edge of Polish personnel and their prewar director, Edward Kuntze. The
gesture of saving over 400,000 volumes certainly played well with the
Polish staff who agreed to work under Abb in the Staatsbibliothek. Thus,
the prewar collection of the Jagiellonian Library, totaling over six hun-
dred thousand volumes, increased to over one million volumes.*

The solemn opening ceremony of Staatsbibliothek Krakau (State Library
of Cracow) took place on 4 April 1941. It was attended by such prominent
officials as Governor General Hans Frank, the president of the Third
Reich Academy of Sciences, Dr. Theodor Vahlen, and the directors of
state libraries in Berlin and Vienna, Dr. Hugo Andres Kruss (Berlin) and
Dr. Paul Heigl (Vienna).** Repudiating the library’s centuries-old cul-
tural and educational role in Polish history, the Germans renamed it
another Staatshibliothek in order to serve the purposes of the Nazi regime.
Polish librarians could take some comfort in the fact that the library was
not destroyed and that they were allowed to go back to work.

Staatsbibliothek Krakau: April 1941-January 1945

Goals of the Staatshibliothek, Organization of Its Collection,
and Germanization Policies

As previously mentioned, the creation of Staatsbibliotheken (State Li-
braries) was one phase of the plan to establish German schools, research



institutes, and universities in the territory of the General Government.
Governor Frank made that very clear in a speech delivered at the open-
ing ceremony of Staatshibliothek Krakau. He said that “the university will
arise out of the library.”® It will be “a large German research and edu-
cational establishment,” and therefore the German administrators of the
newly created Staatshibliothek should not think of themselves as “contin-
uers of Polish librarianship.”*® This view was echoed by the new library
director, Gustav Abb, who in his speech called Staatsbibliothek Krakau “a
new bulwark of German intellectual work in the outermost Southeast.”’
In an article written shortly after the opening of the library, Abb men-
tions the plans for the creation not only of the German University in
Cracow but also the German art academy, the observatory, and the
school of biology.® All these institutions, along with the newly created
Institut flr Deutsche Ostarbeit (The Institute for German Labor in the East),
were to be served by the Staatshibliothek Krakau. Their establishment was
prompted by, as Abb put it, “a strong Kulturwille (cultural will) of the gov-
ernment of the General Government.”*®

The philosophy of the new Staatsbibliothek as a German research and
educational institution was strongly reflected in the organization of its
materials, its internal policies, and collection development. Access to the
library was limited to Germans, \olksdeutsch (German Nationals), and
Poles working for German institutions.*® These Poles had to obtain spe-
cial permits from their employers to be allowed to use the library.

The prewar collection was reorganized so that it would demonstrate
the German nature of the Staatsbibliothek. Polish books were taken out of
the main reference collection and relocated to a remote place in the
library. They formed a special reference collection named Polen (Poland)
to be used by German scholars from the Ostinstitut (Institute for German
Labor in the East). Another reference collection, compiled especially for
German researchers, was called Ostfragen (Eastern Questions). It con-
sisted mainly of German materials discussing Eastern European issues.
Staatsbibliothek Krakau was not exceptional in banning some German
authors whose works were considered “subversive” by Nazi standards.
Following the policy of state libraries in the Third Reich, Gustav Abb for-
bade circulation of such books, even to German patrons.

Polish books were tolerated only for research purposes, but even that
was not a guarantee of their safety. In 1944 Abb gave Helena Lipska, a
Polish librarian working in the Staatshibliothek, a document entitled
Verzeichnis der deutschfeindlichen Literatur (List of Literature Hostile to
Germany).** The list included a great number of Polish authors whose
books were considered “hostile” to the Third Reich. Lipska was ordered
to locate those items in the card catalogue and report her findings
to Abb. Lipska and others greatly feared that the listed books were to
be destroyed. She immediately informed Edward Kuntze, her prewar



8 L&C/University of Cracow Library 1939-1945

director, about Abb’s intentions. Following Kuntze’s suggestion Lipska
sabotaged Abb’s order by removing cards of the listed items from the
main card catalogue. Later she reported to Abb that those items were
missing or that the library had never purchased them.*? Fortunately, Abb
never had time to carry out his agenda of weeding the collection of unde-
sirable books, as the Soviet Army was advancing quickly from the east
and the Germans were getting ready to evacuate from Cracow.

In addition to reorganization of the collection, classification and cata-
loguing procedures were also changed. Polish catalogue cards were
replaced by ones brought from Germany. The new cards were already
used in other Staatshibliotheken (State Libraries). A new way of establish-
ing call numbers was introduced. Periodicals and serial publications now
had German letters “Z,” for Zeitschrift (periodical), or “F,” for Fortsetzung
(continuation), as part of their call numbers.** The old Jagiellonian ex
libris were removed from books, along with stamps bearing the old name
of the library, Biblioteka Jagiellonska.

In 1942 Abb demanded that all Polish personnel speak and write exclu-
sively in German. Those who did not know the language were required to
learn it as soon as possible.** The new regulations and policies did not
leave any doubt as to the future character of the library. It was to be a
strictly German institution, administered by German librarians, with
Polish personnel as support staff.

Staff

German authorities decided that in Poland, unlike some other occu-
pied countries (e.g., Austria or France), newly created state libraries
would be run by German administrators.”> One reason could have been
the lack of local librarians sympathetic to the Nazis. Another may have
been the Germanization policies carried out on Polish territory, and later
in the Soviet Union, that were much harsher and more brutal than the
ones applied in Western Europe.*® Such policies demanded complete loy-
alty and trustworthiness on the part of an administrator.

As previously mentioned, Gustav Abb, the former director of Berlin
University Library, was appointed head of the administration of libraries
in the General Government as well as director general of Staatshibliothek
Krakau (Cracow State Library). He was assisted in his work at Staats-
bibliothek Krakau by several German librarians who took turns serving as
his deputies in the years 1941 to 1944. Most of them came from the
Prussian State Library in Berlin. These included Paul Brzoska, Dr. Urlich
Johanssen, Dr. Georg Hoedt, and Dr. Alexander Himpel. Dr. Hans
Hofmann came from the Saxon Region Library in Dresden, and Dr.
Alfred Bachmann from Poznaf. Only Paul Brzoska stayed with Abb for
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the whole period of the occupation.*’” Others, after working for a certain
time, were either relocated to other libraries or drafted and sent to the
front lines.

As far as Polish personnel were concerned, Abb agreed to rehire most
of the employees, including the prewar director Edward Kuntze, who had
worked for the library from 1926 until September 1939. Abb realized that
it would be almost impossible to run a new library without the help of
experienced staff who knew the prewar collection. Needless to say, Polish
librarians did not exercise any control over library policies. They were
treated at best as support staff. Polish employees were required to work
eleven-hour shifts (with a half hour lunch break) for starvation wages.*®
However, they were still glad that they could work in “their” library and
be close to the books they loved.

As their former director, Edward Kuntze was treated by the Polish staff
with the utmost respect. Even Abb addressed him as Herr Director and
sought Kuntze’s advice on many occasions.” The most experienced
librarians allowed to work alongside Kuntze included Dr. Adam Bar, Dr.
Aleksander Birkenmajer, Dr. Zofia Ciechanowska, Wojciech Gielecki,
Helena Lipska, Dr. Wladyslaw Pociecha, Gustaw Schmager, Kazimiera
Tatarowicz, Marek Wierzbicki, and many others. The library also
employed two University of Cracow professors, Kazimierz Nitsch, a
famous Polish linguist, and Tadeusz Kowalski, an orientalist. Altogether,
the Polish staff included eighteen librarians and fourteen stacks custodi-
ans and maintenance workers.

Collection Development, Circulation, and Reference Services

Despite the ongoing war Gustav Abb was able to build quite a sub-
stantial collection. It was his ambition to make the Staatsbibliothek Krakau
one of the most important German libraries in the occupied territories.
From the very beginning of the establishment of Staatsbibliothek Krakau,
special importance was given to materials related to natural sciences,
mathematics, geography, and medicine.” In the fiscal year 194041 the
amount of money spent on book purchases was surprisingly high. The
Staatsbibliothek Krakau spent 251,103 RM (Reichsmarks) on books, consid-
erably more than what the Prussian State Library in Berlin spent
(216,800 RM).>* One of the reasons for such high spending in the first
year of the Staatshibliothek was the absence of any budgetary restrictions.
The situation changed in the following years when Abb had to get the
library’s annual budget approved by the authorities and had to be more
careful not to overspend.®® Although over the next three years less
money was allocated for the library budget, the Staatsbibliothek Krakau
purchased 26,161 volumes by the end of 1944.%% The library also received
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4,014 volumes in donations and 1,387 volumes as legal deposit copies.>
At first, Polish librarians were able to order some Polish materials behind
Abb’s back. When Abb became aware of this, he introduced stricter con-
trol of acquisition procedures, announcing that no book could be ordered
without his official approval.®® As a result of this action, the library began
to buy almost exclusively German-language materials.

In addition to collection development, changes were made in circula-
tion and reference services. The library was mostly used by German civil
servants and military personnel. From 1941 to 1944, 35,599 books were
borrowed by 2,621 patrons, and the main reading room was visited by
28,828 patrons.®® In the same period of time, 3,757 books and 109 manu-
scripts were sent to the library from other Staatshibliotheken (State Li-
braries) through interlibrary loan.>” The library also answered reference
questions received from individuals and institutions.

Clandestine Activities

Although they were working for a German institution, Polish librarians
did their best to continue their mission of serving the Polish people and
their oldest university. They were never reconciled to the destruction of
the Polish state and its culture. First of all, they were actively involved in
the unauthorized lending of books and other materials to Polish patrons,
who were forbidden access to the library and its resources by the German
authorities. The main beneficiaries of this unauthorized lending were
136 faculty members and over 800 students of the underground univer-
sity, which continued the prewar work of the University of Cracow.*® This
clandestine library functioned continuously until the end of the Nazi
occupation. Unauthorized book lending was probably greater than offi-
cial lending, but for security reasons no statistics were kept.>

Some librarians were also active participants in the underground
movement, which fought against the Nazi occupation. Edward Kuntze
participated in the work of the Department of Education and Culture of
the Polish Underground Government. The department, created in 1941,
was responsible for establishing an underground elementary, secondary,
and higher educational system in the Nazi occupied territories. The
operation of the underground educational system in the Cracow area was
highly successful, thanks to the support and help rendered by Kuntze and
his Polish colleagues from the library. Kuntze was also involved in plan-
ning the organization of the future (postwar) libraries in Poland.®®

Dr. Adam Bar and Gustaw Schmager worked for underground newspa-
pers by writing or editing articles. They also collected underground pub-
lications, which they hid in various places in the library stacks. Adam
Bar’s personal collection of clandestine publications amounted to 467
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titles.% All those titles became part of the illegal collection of under-
ground Polish publications. Some librarians were also involved in unau-
thorized cataloguing and bibliographic work. Marek Wierzbicki cata-
logued old Polish calendars, which was not allowed by Abb. Librarians
from the cataloguing department were involved in registering legal
deposit items for the purpose of a Polish national bibliography, publica-
tion of which had been suspended by the Nazis. The only kind of biblio-
graphic work allowed by Abb was the compilation of the bibliography of
Generalgouvernement (General Government).®?

For almost four years of the existence of Staatshibliothek Krakau, Polish
personnel quietly resisted the Nazis and their policies. The resistance
increased in 1944 when, against Kuntze’s strong objections, Abb decided
to send the major part of the reference collection as well as most of the
books bought by Staatshibliothek to Germany (altogether about 25,000 vol-
umes). Librarians, charged with the task of filling boxes with books, tried
to sabotage Abb’s orders. They hid a large number of books and stuffed
boxes with old newspapers.®® Despite those heroic efforts to save the col-
lection, the Germans were still able to send a great number of books to
Adelsdorf (Adelin) in Silesia. Fortunately, after the war the library was
able to recover most of the books that Abb had evacuated from the library.

The clandestine activities performed by Polish personnel required a
great deal of courage and determination. In the face of adverse and often
dangerous circumstances they did their best to preserve the library as an
important center of Polish educational and cultural life.

The End of Nazi Occupation

As the Soviet Army advanced into Poland, the Germans began to evac-
uate their offices and personnel from Cracow. In July 1944 they began to
leave Cracow. The following month Gustav Abb said good-bye to his
employees and went back to Germany. His offer of providing a secure
place in Germany to anybody who would evacuate with him was rejected
by Edward Kuntze, speaking on behalf of all of the Polish personnel.®*
The library was closed and put under the authority of Dr. Eichholz from
the Department of Science and Education of the Office of the Governor-
General. The main reading room was used as sleeping quarters for
German soldiers. Other rooms were taken over by the army hospital.
Part of the library was reopened in November, but not for long. The
Soviet Army launched a new offensive in the beginning of January 1945.
On 15 January 1945, after transferring his authority over the library to
Edward Kuntze, Eichholz fled Cracow before the advancing Russians.
On 18 January 1945 the Soviet army drove the German forces from
Cracow. The war was far from being over, but for Cracow’s residents
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and their university library, the ordeal of Nazi occupation was finally
ended.

Concluding Remarks

The Jagiellonian Library survived over five years of Nazi occupation
with little damage to its collection and building. It was an exceptional
case in a country ravaged by the war. Most Polish libraries suffered terri-
ble losses. Of twenty-two million volumes in the prewar collections of all
Polish libraries, only seven million escaped harm.®® School and public
libraries were hurt the most, as the total losses of their prewar collec-
tions amounted to between 92 and 93 percent.®® Libraries in Warsaw and
Poznah suffered the greatest losses. Many of them, including the
National Library, Higher Military Academy, Polytechnic, Medical Society
in Warsaw, and the Raczynhskich Library in Poznan, lost almost 100 per-
cent of their collections.®” In Warsaw almost 90 percent of all library
buildings, including public, scientific, special, and academic, were
destroyed.®® During the Warsaw Uprising of 1944, Ludwig Fischer, gover-
nor of Warsaw, gave personal orders to set the Raczyhskich Library on
fire. The building as well as 300,000 volumes of precious books were
burned to the ground.®® The failed Warsaw insurrection provided Hitler
and his subordinates “with greater justification for the final destruction
of Warsaw.””® The Polish capital was reduced to a pile of rubble. The
libraries in Elblag, Gdansk, and Poznafh were almost completely wiped
out. The Nazis also destroyed 70 percent of all Jewish books in Poland
during the war years.”

The Jagiellonian Library was spared because the Nazis turned it into
the Staatshibliothek that would support a future German university in
Cracow. Also, Cracow was made into an important center of Nazi politi-
cal, educational, and cultural administration of the territories of General-
gouvernement (General Government). Unlike Warsaw, Cracow was not a
scene of major military operations.

The library’s new management and its policies reflected very clearly
that it was going to be a purely German institution. Despite these
adverse circumstances, Polish personnel, under the undeclared leader-
ship of Edward Kuntze, courageously served the underground university
and supported or actively participated in the Polish underground move-
ment. They did all they could to provide access to the collection by car-
rying out unauthorized book lending. Some of them were also involved in
collecting underground publications, performing clandestine biblio-
graphic and cataloguing work. Finally, they tried to sabotage those of
Abb’s orders they considered especially harmful to the library. The Nazis
did not have enough time to completely Germanize the library, and their
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last-minute attempt at weeding the collection of “hostile” Polish books
never succeeded. It should also be noted that Gustav Abb’s behavior was
at times ambiguous. Some of his actions may suggest a strange incompe-
tence or maybe halfheartedness in carrying out Nazi policies. Kuntze
described Abb as “basically not a bad person, but selfish.”’?> Abb seemed
to respect Kuntze and genuinely sought the latter’s advice on many occa-
sions. He agreed to Kuntze’s suggestion of incorporating hundreds of
thousands of books from many of Cracow’s libraries into the collection of
the Staatshibliothek. He was probably aware of the clandestine activities
of the Polish personnel, but he did not really do much about it. His only
action was the warning that employees might be searched while leaving
the building in order to prevent unauthorized lending.”® On the other
hand, Abb was able to present himself to Hans Frank and other Nazi offi-
cials as a loyal Party member. His good relations with the local and cen-
tral Nazi administration enabled him to obtain large sums of money for
the library. His ambition was the creation of a great state library that
could compete with the Reich libraries. Under his administration the
library purchased a large number of books; especially enriched was the
science collection. Yet for Kuntze and other Polish librarians Abb was
always a stranger, even though “civilized,” serving one of the most brutal
and ruthless regimes. That is why they refused Abb’s offer of evacuation
to Germany.

Shortly after the war the library was able to recover about 25,000
volumes that Abb had sent to Germany in the spring of 1944. A short
but dramatic chapter in the library’s six-hundred-year history could
finally be closed.
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