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IN MEMORY OF MR. SC. DARKO RUKAVINA
(Gospić, June 8, 1944 – Zagreb, June 1, 2021)

Our dear colleague and friend, museum advisor mr. sc. Darko Rukavina,  
passed away on June 1, 2021 at the age of 77.

Darko Rukavina was born on June 8, 1944 in Gospić. He finished primary and sec-
ondary school in Zagreb, and then graduated from the University of Zagreb, Faculty 
of Science, in 1970 with a BSc degree in geology. At the same faculty, he continued his 
postgraduate studies and defended his master’s thesis in 1982, entitled “Palaeoclima-
tological processes and their role in the stratigraphic interpretation of the Upper 
Pleistocene of Yugoslavia.”

He got his first official job in 1973 as an assistant in the Geological – Palaeontologi-
cal Collection and Karst Laboratory (since 1974 the Institute for Quaternary Palaeon-
tology and Geology) of the then Yugoslav Academy of Sciences and Arts, where he 
devoted himself to the study of Quaternary sediments in numerous caves and open 
localities throughout Croatia (in places as diverse as Vindija in Hrvatsko zagorje, the 
Barać caves in Lika, and Šandalja in Istria).

In 1983 Darko Rukavina started working at the Geological and Palaeontological 
Museum (now the Department of Geology and Palaeontology of the Croatian Natu-
ral History Museum), where he remained for 26 years, i.e. until the end of his career 
(2009). He continued to deal with the issues of Quaternary geology, basing his 
museum activities not only on field research, but also on cabinet work, which 
included the preservation, protection and processing of the Osteological Collection of 
Mammals and Reptiles, as the head of collection. Meticulous, creative and always full 
of new ideas, he worked with equal devotion, professionalism and conscientiousness 
on the collections and on their presentation in numerous exhibitions that had their 
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own identity and were extremely well attended. His exhibitions, along with an abun-
dance scientific and professional information, always included something new, 
attractive, likable, interesting...

At the 1994 exhibition The Age of Dinosaurs, Darko Rukavina presented a very 
attractive topic – the life and appearance of the huge reptiles that ruled the Earth 
during the Mesozoic Era. Different genera and species of dinosaurs were featured, 
emphasizing their taxonomic affiliations, external appearances, modes of living and 
evolutionary adaptations to different environmental conditions. Furthermore, the 
exhibition tried to answer the eternal question “why did dinosaurs become extinct?”, 
dealing with several current theories about the extinction of these unusual animals. 
Without a doubt, the biggest attraction of the exhibition was the huge reconstruction 
of dinosaur in the atrium of the Museum, made by sculptors Stanislav Tucaković and 
Ljiljana Tucaković-Mujagić, backed up by the illustrations of Berislav Kržič, very 
impressive and accurate depictions of dinosaurs at the exhibition as well as in the 
catalogue.

Another exhibition, no less interesting, was The Ice Age, presented to the public in 
1996. The exhibition especially emphasized the last ice age, which “took place” in the 
Quaternary, more precisely in the Pleistocene, which was, anyway, an area of interest 
and activity of Darko Rukavina. He also presented a number of findings and details 
about the Ice Age, highlighting numerous researchers and naturalists in that field, 
among whom was the first Croatian educated geologist and curator at the National 
Museum, Gjuro Pilar. The exhibition revealed various details about the living world 
during the Ice Age, focusing on the animal groups that marked that period. One of 
the most impressive animals must have been the woolly mammoth, whose skeletal 
remains were reconstructed in life size. Equally attractive were the smaller recon-

Darko Rukavina at the exhibition The Ice Age in 1996 (both photos)
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structions of ice-age large mammals that were presented in chronological order at the 
exhibition. No less interesting were the depictions of other animals, such as the 
woolly rhino, giant deer, elk, steppe bison, cave bear and others, as well as a number 
of smaller ice age animals that “paraded” through the exhibition. Of course, Darko 
also took into account the fact that the Pleistocene, or Ice Age, was the period when a 
rational being appeared on Earth and evolved into today’s human. It is important to 
mention that the catalogue is fully illustrated with original drawings made by the 
author himself, representing numerous reconstructions of ice age animals in their 
characteristic environment.

The exhibition Restless Earth from 2004 gradually took visitors on an unusual jour-
ney through ancient times, from the creation of our planet to the Earth as it is today. 
Darko Rukavina presented the restless Earth through several thematic units: Earth 
and space, Cross section of the Earth and the Earth’s crust – lithosphere, Lithospheric plates 
– “floating continents”, Tectonics (folds, faults, thrusts), Earthquakes and volcanoes, Litho-
sphere, hydrosphere, atmosphere, and The emergence and development of life on Earth. 
Unlike the previous two exhibitions, which were accompanied by comprehensive 
catalogues, with this exhibition, unfortunately, only a short Guide was published, 
although Darko had prepared complete texts and graphics for the catalogue.

The 2007 exhibition Sharks: Megalodon featured sharks and their systematics, biol-
ogy and evolution, especially the largest of them, the extinct 20-metre long megalo-
don, the sovereign of the sea’s depths in the Neogene Period. Since sharks are carti-
laginous fishes, and cartilage is difficult to preserve due to its specific structure, their 
only fossil remains are, actually, teeth. Therefore, a large number of original shark 
teeth from the Museum’s collections were presented at the exhibition. In addition, in 
an environment that resembled the vast depths of the sea, reconstructions of diverse 
species of sharks were exhibited, accompanied by numerous and interesting data 
about them. Definitely the most attractive exhibit was a large life-size reconstruction 
of the megalodon, enabling visitors to enter in its body interior through terrifying 
gaping jaws. The internal space of megalodon’s body was “inhabited” with fossil 
remains of various organisms that were shark’s food during its lifetime. Darko’s 
comprehensive approach, inspired by a good topic and excellent concept, accompa-
nied by an imaginative artistic display, as well as a compendious catalogue, aroused 
great visitor interest, impressions that will be remembered and referred to for a long 
time to come.

In addition to the exhibitions, Darko Rukavina was twice involved in the museum 
project called Zagreb before Zagreb – prior to 1094, well known to the Zagreb cultural 
public. First he took part in the installation of a bronze sculpture of a woolly mam-
moth (Mammuthus primigenius), together with a cast of its femur, at the site of its dis-
covery, in the lobby of the Gavella Drama Theatre in Frankopanska Street (1992 and 
then 2015). Also, he was engaged in the installation of bone casts and the reconstruc-
tion of the “Zagreb whale” (Mesocetus agrami) in 2001, above the stream along the 
Aleja Bologne in Podsused, not far from the place of its discovery. Of course, the 
originals from which the casts were made are stored in the Croatian Natural History 
Museum, and they belong to the collections curated by our colleague Rukavina.

In addition to numerous papers, professional and scientific articles published in 
various journals, several museum publications should be highlighted, such as the 
Catalogue of Fossil Vertebrates and Invertebrates Stored in the Croatian Natural History 
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Museum, in six volumes, and a very useful Fossil Preparation and Protection Manual 
written with Hrvoje Malinar.

Darko Rukavina was an active and long-term member of various professional 
associations – Croatian Geological Society, Croatian Anthropological Society, Croa-
tian Speleological Society and Croatian Museum Society. He also attended numerous 
congresses and symposia related to the Quaternary geology and palaeontology and 
its museum presentation and interpretation.

Everyone who knew Darko will agree that he was a really good geologist and 
museum curator and that he truly put the geological and museum profession in his 
debt with his dedicated and creative work. He was a kind and considerate man, 
well-meaning and always friendly, so it was nice to share time with him, whether 
working or otherwise, in our Museum in Demetrova street 1. And certainly, in some 
new museum stories and gatherings, Darko will be forever stored in our memories, 
we will miss him and fondly remember those times spent with him.

Katarina Krizmanić and Nediljka Prlj Šimić 
Photo by: Nives Borčić

Croatian Natural History Museum
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