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Vatican plans early release of some archives

By John Thavis
Catholic News Service

VATICAN CITY — The Vatican an-
nounced it would open ahead of schedule
part of its 20th-century archives, includ-
ing new documents on Vatican-German
relations and Pope Pius XII's efforts to
help prisoners during World War IK.

The Vatican described the moye as an
“exceptional gesture” by Pope John Paul
1 that should help put an end to “unjust
and thankless speculation” — an apparent
reference to accusations, strongly reject-
ed by the Vatican, that Pope Pius XII and
others did not do enough to stop the Nazi
rise to power and the Holocaust.

The announcement came in a two-page
statement Feb. 15 by officials of the Vati-
can Secret Archives and the Secretariat of
State. For years, Jewish scholars in partic-
ular have pressed the Vatican to open its
archives so experts could examine a more
complete historical record from the peri-
od. L

The Vatican usually makes the archival
material of an entire pontificate available.
This is done only after the passage of
many years, in order to respect the rights
of the people involved and to allow the
material to be organized.

In 1084, Pope John Paul ordered

archival material opened from the pon-
tificate of Pope Benedict XV, who reigned
until 1922, At the same time he ordered
archivists to start organizing material
from the reign of Pope Pius XI, who died
in 1939. ’

In its Feb. 15 statement, the Vatican
said cataloguing the documents from the
pontificate of Pope Pius XI would take
another three years to complete. But in
the meantime, starting in 2003, it will
make available to scholars some of the

documents — those that relate to Vatican-

German relations in 1922-39.

The documents are considered espe-
cially sensitive because they cover a peri-
od in which Cardinal Eugenio Pacelli, the
future Pope Pius XII, served first as nun-
cio to Germany and then as secretary of
state. In 1999, the book Hitler’s Pope ac-
cused Cardinal Pacelli of having pro-Ger-
man sentiments that colored his World
War II policies as pope — an accusation
Vatican historians rejected as slanderous-
ly false.

The archival documents to be made
available are contained in more than 600
folders that came from the Vatican Sec-
retariat of Statc and the apostolic nuncia-
wures in Berlin and Bavaria. The Vatican
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warned scholars, however, that many oth-
er documents of the Holy See were de-
stroyed in Germany during the war.

The Vatican said that once the entire
archives from Pope Pius XI have been
opened — in about three years — Pope
John Paul wants archival documents deal-
ing with Vatican-German relations under
Pope Pius XII to be made available on a
priority basis.

“This further opening of the Vatican
archives is very important to the Holy Fa-
ther considering that, during the pontifi-
cate of Pius XII, the Second World War
took place and with it the deportation of
the Jews and the tragedy of the Shoah,”
the Vatican statement said.

Meanwhile, it said, the Vatican would
take the unusual step of publishing
archival documents relating to World War
II prisoners. It said this was possible be-
cause the Vatican’s material on prisoners
has been kept relatively intact and com-

plete.
The intent is to “bring to the awareness
of historians the t work of charity and

assistance carried out by Pius XII regard-
ing numerous prisoners and other victims
of the war, of whatever nation, religion or
race,” the Vatican said.
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The Vatican said its decision to make
the 20th-century archival material avail-
able in stages could bring some pitfalls for
scholars. A historian researching Vatican-
German relations, for example, might
want to extend his research to other areas
of the archives that remain closed.

It said such problems were inevitable,
but that the exceptional nature of the
questions involved argued for early re-
lease of some of the material.

For years, accéss to the Vatican archives
has been a controversial issue, particular-
ly in CatholicJewish relations. Last year,
a Catholic-Jewish historical commission
suspended its work after members called
on the Vatican to open its entire histori-
cal archives of the World War II period.

Vatican officials explained the diffi-
culties in preparing and organizing the
archival material. At the same time, they

.pointed to the 11 volumes of Vatican

archive material published by the Holy
See between 1965 and 1981.

Vatican historians repeatedly have said
those volumes offer ample evidence that
Pope Pius XII and his aides did much in
secret to help the Jews and had good rea-
son to fear that public condemnations
would be counterproductive.
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