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THE PLACE OF JEWS IN THE HISTORY 
OF THE CITY OF SPLIT 

The decision to write the history of the Jewish com­
munity in the city of Split was prompted by two facts , i.e. 
by the important and positive part played by the Jews in 
the city's past, and by the dwindling of their number and 
vanishing of old traditions, particularly in the wake of the 
tragic events associated with the madness of World War II. 
These two facts fully justify the collection of the data 
still available and its publication before it is too late. 

We hope that the present paper will attract attention 
from various quarters, that is to say not only in the region 
of which Split is the natural centre, owing to the fact that 
a Jewish community has continuously been present in the 
city for about two thousand years and that, taking an active 
part in city affairs, particularly from the 16th century on, 
they climbed the social ladder, winning general appreciation. 

Despite their small number, ranging between 200 and 
300 persons, the part played by the Jewish community in 
the city's distant and recent past was so significant that its 
history generally coincides with the history of the city and 
vice versa. 

Archaeological excavations carried out in the area of 
the large and wealthy Roman city of Salona, the capital 
of the Roman province of Dalmatia, have yielded traces of 
a well established Jewish community in that city (the parent 
city of Split) during the earliest centuries of the Christian 
era. The finds involved witness the existence of religious 
practices of the Jews of Salona, their separate cemetery, etc. 

The data referring to the presence of Jews in the Middle 
Ages are not abundant, and the Jewish communities in the 
Dalmatian towns are rarely mentioned in existing mediaeval 
documents. 
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The Roman city of Salona had been destroyed in the 
early 7th century A. D. whereupon the surviving citizens, 
including the members of the Jewish colony, took refuge 
within the strong walls of the neighbouring large palace 
of the emperor Diocletian. The Jews had then been co­
-founders of the new settlement from and around which 
gradually grew the city of Split. 

We are allowed to conclude, from some later documents, 
that a Synagogue existed in the most prominent, i.e. the 
southern, part of the new city soon after its founding. This 
seems to be confirmed by the fact that even in 15th and 
16th centuries that part of the city was dubbed Synagogue. 
Because of the reduction of their number in the city and 
the increasing dislike of Jews by the Catholic church, the 
old Synagogue was given up and another building, probably 
a modest one, was adapted as their place of worship. 

The mediaeval Jewish community in the city of Split 
was long remembered by the surviving term »zueca«, usually 
applied to localities occupied by tanners and dyers in 
various Dalmatian towns, and the Split Jews were for cen­
turies engaged in the above-mentioned trades. 

The 16th century documents, however, abound in inte­
resting data concerning the Jewish community settled in 
the city of Split. Quite a number of Spanish-Portuguese 
Sephardim immigrants, attracted by the considerable exchan­
ge of goods between the Republic of Venice, to which the 
city then belonged, and the Ottoman Empire, that reached as 
far as the mountain chain extending along the Dalmatian 
coast, encircling some of its cities, chose Split as the port of 
transhipment where the sea-borne trade was taken over 
by caravans and vice versa. 

A Spanish Jew, named Daniel Rodriga (short for Rodri­
guez), played a leading role in promoting further develop-
ment of that exchange of goods between Europe and the 
oriental countries. Realizing the paramount importance of 
the port of Split in that two-way trade, Rodriga feverishly 
set to work by explaining his foresighted plans and by 
engaging all his great abilities, all his efforts, and even 
his property, in order to help Split become a large port of 
transhipment with a lazaretto for quarantine purposes. 
Rodriga tried to persuade his contemporaries that the cara­
van-carried trade following the old mainland routes was 
much safer than the sea-borne trade and that Split was the 
most favourable starting point of the ancient caravan routes 
leading not only to Turkey, but to the rest of Asia as well. 
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Rodriga conceived the idea of building a large lazaretto in 
the port of Split where men and goods coming from the 
eastern countries would be put under quarantine before 
being carried by ships to Venice and thence to the rest of 
Europe. The goods coming from the western countries would 
be discharged at Split and then carried eastwards by 
caravans. 

Despite all the problems which he encountered, Rod­
riga's efforts were eventually crowned with success, and 
by the end of 16th century Split became an important port 
of transhipment vith a huge lazaretto, one of the largest in 
Europe, answering the requirements of a large volume of 
the two-way trade for nearly three centuries. 

Aided by his Jewish friends in Venice and Constanti­
nople, Daniel Rodriga succeeded in organizing the sizable 
goods traffic via Split. The Venetian Republic more than 
once acknowledged his merit, rewarding not only him, but 
also the Jewish communities of both Venice and Split with 
special privileges, and showilnrg great confidence in him on 
every occasion. By successfully completing various political 
missions in Turkey, Rodriga proved worthy of that confi­
dence. Similar tasks were also performed by some other 
members of the Jewish colony of Split. 

In recognition of their merits, the Venetian authorities 
showed a high degree of tolerance towards the members 
of the Jewish minority; as far as the city of Split is con­
cerned, they were entitled to almost all the privileges of 
its regular citizens. This fact stands out in stark contrast 
to the treatment of Jews in other European countries of 
that time. The two-way trade flowing via Split, to be sure, 
was in the hands of influential Turkish and Venetian Jewish 
families, but the citizens of Split, including the city's Jews, 

derived considerable profit from it. This helped the city 
to bolster its economy in the worst period of its history 
when it was utterly isolated between two foreign powers, 
the Venetian Republic controlling the sea, and the Ottoman 
Empire controlling the mainland and was thus completely 
separated from its natural hinterland. 

The periodically occurring Turkish incursions added an 
extra burden to the citizens of Split, including the Jewish 
community, i.e. the improvements of the city's fortifications 
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and also engagement in the armed resistance when needed. 
In the course of those critical years, the Jews found a way 
to supply the city with provisions at reasonable prices. 
While they also afforded support to the local hospital, some 
of their experienced physicians distinguished themselves 
through devoted assistance to the sick in the years of cata­
strophic epidemic diseases. This fact was equally apprecia­
ted by the people of Split and Venice. 

The Jewish community in the city of Split grew suddenly 
larger when immigrants from Spain arrived in 16th century. 
While the total. population ranged between five and ten 
thousand, the number of Jews varied from 150 to 300. Most 
of them were retailers, ,selling articles imported both from 
the western and eastern countries. Their occupations inclu­
ded weaving, tailoring, and sale of cloth or native gar­
ments worn by the mountain people in some parts of Dal­
matia and Bosnia. They dealt in articles of food as well, 
a line of business not permitted to Jews elsewhere. Accor­
ding to an agreement with the Municipality, the Jews ran 
also a bank - an institution of great importance in a 
busy port and commercial city. Both civilian and military 
physicians and surgeons of Split earned particular repu­
tation. 

With the exception of Dubrovnik, an independent city­
-state, not subject to Venice, and Split, part of the Republic 
of Venice for several centuries, Jewish immigrants were 
not admitted to other cities on the Dalmatian coast. The 
treatment of Jews by the city authorities and the people 
of Split was not only a tolerant one, but outright friendly. 
In the absence of social narrow-mindedness, religious bigotry 
and molestation, the members of the Jewish community of 
Split had the feeling of security and protection, and they 
missed no opportunity to join forces with other citizens in 
order to add to the development and prosperity of the city. 

There is only one recorded attempt made by some local 
merchants when, wanting to circumvent the Jewish com­
petition in retail trade and tailoring, they formed a guild 
excluding Jews from it. The Jewish merchants, however, 
succeeded in having their privileges reaffirmed by the local 
and state authorities - the privileges they had been con-
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ferred upon in the course of centuries in appreciation of 
their special merits, and their commercial activities conti­
nued unrestricted. 

A separate Jewish quarter - ghetto - did not exist in 
the city of Split, and the members of the Jewish commu­
nity enjoyed civil liberty, exercising their activities all over 
the city area, associating freely and on equal terms with 
other citizens (even as business partners) aJnd with noble­
men. In the late 18th century, however, toward the end of 
the Venetian rule, due partly to the influence of the clergy 
and partly to the general decay of the Venetian economy, 
a ghetto was introduced in Split, too. It was located in the 
north-western part of the forn,,:~r palace of Diocletian, where 
most of the city's Jews lived. 

A sudden social and religious revival followed soon 
after the arrival of the Jewish immigrants from Spain. The 
still existing Synagogue was then adapted in a building 
(with no exterior decoration or mark to identify it) situated 
in the quarter where a major part of the colony lived, i.e. 
in the centre of the mediaeval city. The Synagogue was 
restored in the 18th century. 

A Jewish cemetery was founded in 1573 when a special 
site (on the eastern slope of Mount Marjan) was appropria­
ted by the Municipality for that specific pourpose. Having 
been used for four centuries, the cemetery represents a 
unique monument, being one of the oldest Jewish cemete~ 
ries known. ~ts attractive setting, on the wooded slope 
overlooking the city, makes the cemetery particularly pic­
turesque. 

Having culled a number of facts from documents found 
in the archives, the author illustrates the social, religious 
and cultural life of the Jewish community of Split during 
the Venetian rule. 

The political and social disorder, accompanying the 
dissolution of the Venetian Republic, brought critical days 
to the Jewish colony. Before the arrival of the French 
troops, the reactionary elements in the city inveighed against 
the Jews, considering them to be adherents of the ... godless 
Jacobins«, and led an armed crowd to attack the ghetto 
in 1797. Sensible citizens, however, succeeded in calming 
the excited people and to convince them of their error. 



While the ,..Declaration of civil rights .... issued by the 
new administration established by the French. extended all 
the civil rights to the city's Jews. the Austrian administra­
tion. succeeding the French one in 1813. restricted some of 
those rights. 

The relationship between the Jewish community and 
the native population of Split in the 19th century was 
mutually friendly and UiI1!biased. Beilllg notably indu­
strious. the Jews used the resources at their disposal in 
order to promote commerce and industry in the latter half 
of the century when the importance of the once busy port 
of Split started decliJni:n.g, and when some wealthy Jewish 
families. giving preference to Trieste. the then growing 
Austrian port. left Split for good. Around the end of the 
19th century. however. other Jewish families found refuge 
in Split while fleeing from Bosnia. then under Turkish do­
mination, where conditions had become intolerable. 

Valuable data. illustrating the 19th century life of the 
Jewish colony and its social and religious organizations has 
been culled from the surviving books belonging to Jewish 
families and documents belonging to the Jewish community. 
that escaped destruction by the Fascists during the occupa­
tion by the Italian forces in World War II. 

Although numerically small. the Jewish colony made 
its presence felt not only in the economic area, but in the 
cultural field as well. In addition to their permanent Tal­
mudic school. a Jewish private elementary school was ope­
ned in Split in 1817. 

Three Jewish families, Mussafia. Jesurum. and Morpur­
go are particularly noted for having given the city of Split 
outstanding men of letters. 

Rabbi Jacob Mussafia prepared a Talmudic dictionary 
in Hebrew. His son, Abraham Adolfo Mussafia, born in 
Split in 1834. settled later in Vienna, Austria, where he 
distinguished himself as a prominent philologist. He taught 
at the University of Vienna for fifty years and published 
a number of treatises, dealing chiefly with the historic 
grammar of the Romance group of languages. 

Another notable personality, whose activity was closely 
connected with the city of Split and Dalmatia in general, 
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was Vid (Vita) Morpurgo. In the 19th century power strug­
gle between two Dalmatian political parties, one of them 
autonomist, but culturally leaning toward Italy, and the 
other unionist, attracted by the ethnically akin Croatia, 
Morpurgo did not hesitate to side with the people. He 
realized the positive value of the popular movement and 
understood the need for the economic development and 
cultural promotion of the Croat people in Dalmatia, neg­
lected for centuries first by the Venetian and then by the 
Austrian administration. Devoted to the freely chosen cause, 
Morpurgo became one of its foremost activists in Split and 
Dalmatia at large. His bookstore became a meeting place 
of Dalmatian patriots, including also patriotic members of 
the clergy. A number of pamphlets, published by Morpurgo, 
played an important part in the national revival and the 
intense political struggle with the influential adversary. 
Two volumes of the »Dalmatian Almanac« (1859, 1861) were 
published by him, the first book of that kind in Dalmatirl. 
Morpurgo's great experience as printer and publisher was 
of inestimable value when a newspaper (the »Narodni List«) 
was founded by a group of Croat patriots. He also became 
a OOIlltributor. 

In order to help common townspeople and farmers -
then highly dependent on wealthy landowners - Morpurgo 
founded a bank in 1869 to foster the economic independence 
of the farmer. The affairs of the bank (named Prva Pucka 
Dalmatinska Banka, i.e. The First Dalmatian People's Bank), 
were directed by him until his old age. 

The Chamber of Commerce, under Morpurgo's leader­
ship, promoted commerce and trade, endeavouring also to 
establish a basis for the industrialization of the area. He 
himself founded a family owned liqueur distillery, a mo­
dern wine cellar, and engaged in exploring the region for 
ores, operating later a coal mine, asphalt mine, and a brick 
kiln. 

Vid 'MOl'ptmgo died in 1911 and Was buried iII1 the old 
Jewish cemetery on Mount Marjan overlooking the city 
which he served with devotion, like his distant predecessor, 
Daniel Rodriga. 

9 



The life and activity of the Jewish colony in the period 
between the two World Wars are separately dealt with 
by the author. Besides being engaged in commerce and 
trade, its members became inareasiJngly <represented in the 
learr-n·ed professions inoLud.iJng medicine, law, enginee<ring, eco­
Illomics, etc. 

Documents important for the history of the Jewish 
commUlllirty of Spli<t, paJrtiC'l.Ll.alrly those relaJtive to Daniel 
Rodriga's activity, were collected and studied by Viktor Mor-
purgo. The author of the present paper is indebted to them for 
a number of facts. A novel, basing on autobiographical 
data, was published by Luciano Morpurgo, a Roman publi­
sher and author. By his vivid nostalgic description of his 
young days spent in Split, the author attracted a number 
of admirers. In »Manhunt«, another book by this author, 
published after World War II, Luciano Morpurgo drew a 
sombr,e picture of rlihe persecution of Jews by the Fascists. 

As soon as Dalmatia, including also Split, were occu­
pied by the Italian army in the early spring of 1941, dark 
days set in for the Jewish community of Split. The anti­
-Jewish feelings of the Italians, however, found a rather 
verbal outburst, and this did not prevent Jews fleeing from 
other parts of the dismembered Yugoslavia - then occu­
pied by the German army - to find a haven in Split, 
where the refugees were aided by their local coreligionists 
who aLso Loulll.d ways to help Jews intenned in oonoen­
tration camps. 

A group of fanatical Fascists broke open the Synagogue 
in 1942, demolishing and plundering it. The furniture, archi­
ves, and ritual books were piled on a heap in the central 
city square and set on fire. The flames of that huge bonfire 
devoured invaluable material connected with the history of 
the Jewish community, while most of the sacred silver and 
vestments were stolen by the plunderers. 

Harder times, however, were still to come. The real 
tragedy began with the occupation of Split by the German 

army, which followed the collapse of Fascism and surrender 
of Italy in 1943. Having already established close ties with 

the resistance movement during the occupation, younger 
Jews had left Split before it was taken by the German 
army, joining the partisan units operating in the woods and 
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mountains of Yugoslavia. Roughly a third of the Jewish 
community took part in the struggle for national liberation 
and, to honour those killed in action, a memorial tablet 
has been set up by the community. 

The members of the Jewish colony who did not leave 
the city - mostly older people and children - were roun­
ded up by the Germans, sentenced to forced labour and 
then sent to concentration camps from which they never 
returned. The total number of casualties was a high one 
indeed. Two thirds of the Jewish community lost their 
lives both in action and in concentration camps. 

The surviving third returned to Split when the war torn 
country was finally liberated. While some members chose 
to emigrate to Israel, the remaining few joined forces with 
their co-citizens in the feverish postwar reconstruction effort 
and endeavour to promote the society of which they them­
selves have become an integral part. 

English version by ZIVKO VEKARIC 
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9. D'Andres: Tlocrt i opis splitskog lazareta (XVIII st.). 
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30. Dio Arnirove kule i polozaj jednih od vrata geta. 

31. Jedna od dvije sredisnje uZice splitskog geta. (Danas Bajamonti­
j eva ulicaJ. 





32. Pravilnik Bratov.stine milosrda. 



33. Maticna knjiga i idovslvih obitelji u Splitu. 



34. Knjiga inventara unistenih d,okumenata al'hiv a Jevrejske opcine 
u SpUtu. 



35. Svjedodzba Davida McYrpurga Osnovne zidovske skol e u Split, 1823. 
godine. 
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. 4...... . . . 
La lerher • • ~to dettltura _ ... - ........... - ......... ~ ......... -~it\ , ~ .,. 

La Sloril Sicr. .' - •• - •.•. - - - . • •• - - • • •• ~.' 
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36. Vid Morpurgo. 



Qlitski casopis »Dalmatinski godiSnjak« Vida Morpurga, 1859 



38 . Knjizara Morpurgo u Splitu. 



Tvornica vina i likera Vida Morpurga. 



40. Poprsje filologa Adolfa Mussafije na Sveucilistu u Becu . 



41. Inz. Viktor Morpurgo. (Po slici A. Franicevica). 



~ TTE.\ ZIO'E 
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42. Antisemitski plakati talijanskih tasista na kupalistu Bacvice 1941 . 

13. Ispracaj prihvacene djece bez roditelja iz Splita u Italiju 1942. god, 
sa upravom Jevrejske opcine. 



44. Zidovski hram u Splitu nakon devastacije talijanskih fasista 1942. 
godine. 

45. Obnova plocni ka na Narodnom trgu s tragovima fasisticke lomace. 



46. Mento Papa. 

47 . Albel·t Altumc. 



48. Dr Izidor Perera-Matico 



G !DJANSTVU SPLi'T ~: 
Svi Zi li!) 'v i b~z ralJike vjere i driavlj3!lstva ·f1!,li. 1 ~.\: t 

28. septerr (3 najl(ast.i~e do 12 sati · pot1n~ koJ 11, " . h !,t 

mande na pris tani~tu (Hotel. Amvsador) prijavi\i. t;, \ I ,. , 

prijavi biti ct! vjdan. 

Sa sv:,Killl sp!ican~nom, koji ~dove k!~!(: m' i!i ;~ ": '( h·,.' 1~!'I 

ill oeprijavt bili en kao sa zidovskirn slugom 0:1 i~:1 n:1: '.1 r I 'il!r -), 

Kucev1asnici imaju odmah sve ~ifutsk e : h.r;~ · ;- ,.:ti~L 

natpise i parole OiSTRANlT1 SA SVOJIH KUt~. 
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49. Njemacko - ustaski p1'oglas obavezne pl'ijave svih spHtsk-ih Zidov< 
1943. godine. 



50. Odvodenje uhapsenih splitskih Zidova 1943. godine. 

51. Splitski Zidovi u Metkovicu, na putu za logol·e, 1943. godine. 



52, Tina Morpw'go: Autopol'tret, 1935, 
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