A historian Robert Sak died

An important Czech historian Robert Sak (1933-2014) was born in Soviet Kharkiv,
which is now Ukraine. The place of birth somehow prefigured his destiny full of
dramatic turns. However, the family moved to the father’s home region around
Plzen soon after that. Sak’s mother, a native of Odessa, was later lost in the turmoil
of World War II. There were no documents of her Jewish evidence during the era of
the Protectorate, so she survived, and after the war, she returned to the Soviet Union
where she lived under her sister’s name until the 1990s when she moved with her son
of the second marriage to Israel.

Robert Sak finished his secondary school studies in Plzei. At that time, he was
still quite excited about the idea of socialism as his father had been unemployed
quite often in the interwar period. During the 1950s, that kind of his idealism
vanished. At the same time, he wrote Historicky meznik (1960, with Emanuel Pecka)
and Hnédd kolona dosud ¢ekd (1962) which both discussed the political and social
history of Czechoslovakia in the 20t century, especially in connection with South
Bohemia: the foundation of the Communist Party and the situation in the frontier
areas immediately after the war. He was studying for a short time at the College
of Political and Economic Sciences and then, when the college was abolished, he
finished his studies at the Faculty of arts of Charles University. As an archives worker
and coordinator in the Archives in Tfeboti and in Ceské Budéjovice he also strongly
contributed to the construction of south Bohemian archives. And we usually connect
him with the most famous era of the Budéjovice publishing house RiiZe where he
worked as a literary editor and editor-in-chief.

He cherished memories of cooperation with a historian Zdenék Kalista who
had been imprisoned in the 1950s and he had been a forbidden author due to his
Catholicism. Sak persuaded Kalista to write on South Bohemian Baroque or to
contribute to Arch, a monthly journal published by Rize although there were allowed
only several issues in 1969. The publishing house was popular with readers as it
brought some neglected authors — from children adventure writers to Catholic
writers. It did not stay unnoticed by the authorities because the publishing policy
did not promote socialistic ideas. Since the autumn of 1968, after the Warsaw pact
invasion in Czechoslovakia, Robert Sak was aware that his position of the editor-in-
chief was not really stable. He expected abolition or transformation of the publishing
house which he had been a great part of in the 1960s. He also expected that he would
not be allowed to work in the culture area anymore. His expectations were completely
fulfilled, partly because he did reject to “regret” his opinions from 1968-1969.

He worked as a laborer in the foundry Skoda in 1970-1990 and there was no
hope to get a job in a culture or scientific institution. However, nobody could
have prevented him from thinking, reading and observing. He loved traveling in
Czechoslovakia and when he was given his passport back, he was allowed to travel
to socialist countries, also to East Germany. The company Skoda in Ceské Budé&jovice
provided some stays in Dresden and on Riigen in cooperation with German
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companies. People usually did not travel abroad due to their lack of language skills

a while Sak used to talk in the factory about the things he had listened to on the

oo Austrian radio the night before.

o He greatly welcomed the political and social changes at the end of 1989 but he
did not believe in restoration of the publishing house RiZe in the frame of “the early
capitalism”. By the way, he did not like the term “capitalism”; along with Karl Popper,
Sak used the words “open society”. Sak headed to the university as a teacher — to
the pedagogical faculty in Ceské Budéjovice where he had taught for a while at the
beginning of the 1960s.

At the time of normalization (1970s-1980s), he contemplated history, he read a lot
and during vacations he traveled and did some research. He wrote only for himself
and for his friends, e.g. a writer Véroslav Mertl. He was also read and supported by
his family: wife Jitka and daughter Tamara who was allowed to study the branch
of librarian after 1989. His texts were handwritten or at best typed. In 1989, he had
prepared books on a Czech politician of the 19% century Franti$ek Ladislav Rieger
and on Czech volunteer corps in Russia during World War I. He regarded the start of
his new career at the university with some worries, but they were quite groundless.
Robert Sak was involved in the process of creating the Historical Institute of South
Bohemian University, he encouraged the establishment of the Faculty of arts at South
Bohemian University, he acted as an editor and editor-in-chief of South Bohemian
Journal of History (published by South Bohemian Museum), he was a member of
evaluating committees of the Czech Science Foundation and in other committees.
Mainly in the 1990s, he was engaged in cultural activities in the town of Ceské
Budéjovice and he cooperated with the municipal hall of Ceské Budé&jovice.

His influence on students of history and of other branches was major. He
influenced them from his position of a historian and a teacher and he also led the way
as a strong and consistent personality. His lectures were really popular with students.
He was a great lecturer, educated and he also thought about the things in his lectures.
He did not criticize excessively, his approach did not offend the students egos — there
is shown his experience and wisdom gathered over the year.

When there were published his books on FrantiSek Ladislav Rieger (Rieger,
published 1993 and 2003) and on Anabdze (1996) of Czechoslovak volunteers in Russia,
he became an author popular both with readers and publishers who impatiently
awaited his new books. He also paid attention to some minor local matters (schools,
the house of Schwarzenberg) or on editing — books by authors who were forbidden
in the Communist Czechoslovakia (e.g. the text by Jaroslav Svehla on an important
Czech publishing house Jan Otto and its founder).

In the following years, he focused more and more on modern Czech culture and on
their broader contexts, there could not be omitted the return of Sidonie Nadhernd of
Borutin into the public awareness thanks to the book Ddma z rajského ostrova (2000, in
cooperation with Zdené&k Bezecny). Sak was also interested in Anna Lauermannové-
Miksové's salon (Salon dvou stoleti, 2003) or in a publisher Bedtich Fuéik (Zivot na
vidrholci, 2004).

Later, he was enchanted by famous figures of the Czech national revival such
as Josef Jungman (2007) or Miroslav Tyr$ (2012). Unfortunately after his death, Sak’s
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readers will also have his memoirs which present his search for family roots,
including the interest in Odessa, the city where his mother came from; his mother
whom he could not meet for whole decades.
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