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Jewish influence was strong in Vukovar from early in the 19th century.  The Jewish Community was established in 1837 and the first Synagogue in the city was consecrated in 1845.  A second, much larger Synagogue, was consecrated in 1894.  The Community and its influence continued to grow until the Second World War.  The city was the seat of the Rabbinate for all of Srijem/Srem, an area that stretched to Zemun, near Belgrade, some 150 km from Vukovar.  There was a Jewish school, and Jewish life, culture and commerce flourished in the city.  Among others, Hugo Klaijn, who studied with Sigmund Freud and was highly active all aspects of theatrical life in the former Yugoslavia, was born in Vukovar.  Before the Second World War there were roughly 1800 Jews living in Vukovar.

As elsewhere in the region, the Second World War decimated Jewish life.  Jews were rounded up and sent to Auschwitz in August, 1942.  The Synagogue was burned in the same year.  Some Jews managed to escape by converting religion.  Also, there were a number of mixed marriages, and some escaped by claiming the heritage and religion of the other parent.

After the Second World War, few Jews returned to Vukovar.  Under the Communist regime, all open expression of religion was discouraged.  The Synagogue was sold for its bricks in 1958. The few remaining Jews left before the 1991-1995 War.

Presently, there is one Jew, a foreigner, living in Vukovar.  There are also a number of persons of mixed Jewish ancestry, some of whom do not admit to their heritage.  The Jewish Community of Osijek, the legal successor of the previous Jewish Community, together with several secular organizations, is currently trying to rebuild the Synagogue and to place in it a monument to the rich Jewish culture and history of the region as well as a field institute for post-conflict studies and conflict prevention and a practical center for work on psychological trauma, civil society, non-violent conflict resolution and human rights.  The center will also include a modern library.

