
 

1 
 

Vilna: Grand Duchy of Lithuania 

"Vilna no longer exists...Like Troy, the Vilna I knew, the Vilna described in Jewish annals, now lies beneath the 

debris of history, beneath layers of death and destruction."
1
  

Lucy S. Dawidowicz 

From That Place and Time (1938 - 1939) 

Introduction: 

There is an old saying that comes from Jewish Vilna, "go to Lodz for money, and come 

to Vilna for wisdom."
2
 A man from my father's hometown of Hrubieszow, Poland, a small stetl 

located near the major city of Lublin recently said to me, "Vilna was the most famous city in 

Poland. It was an honor to say you were from there."
3
 Vilna at its very height had a rich Jewish 

cultural life with vibrant institutes of higher learning. Prior to the Nazis' invasion of Vilna, the 

city was known as the "Jerusalem of Lithuania." At the time of Vilna's liberation in July 1944 the 

majority of Vilna's Jews had been shot and killed at the pits of Ponary by the Nazis and local 

Lithuanian collaborators.
4
 Close to half of the Jewish population of Vilna had already been 

murdered before the sealed ghetto was even created in September of 1941.
5
 Once the Nazis 

implemented their program for the Final Solution, the Jews of Vilna were amongst the first in 

line to be destroyed. The Nazi invasion also ignited the seizure of Jewish homes owned for 

generations, their personal possessions, and family heirlooms and implemented a quota to 

destroy seventy percent of all the Jewish books housed in the city--thus attempting the full 

destruction of the history, identity and memory of Vilna's Jews.
6
 The Jews of Vilna found 

themselves completely surrounded in an environment with both Nazis and hostile locals, and 

were doomed. However, the hopelessness and defenselessness of Vilna's Jews does not imply 

they willingly succumbed to their destinies. Contrary to the modern day vision of passivity, was 

resistance on various levels--all of equal importance. There was spiritual resistance with the 
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creation of theater, music, and continuing education within the ghetto; there was the 'paper 

brigade' that helped save what became the remnants of Vilna's books; and there were young 

leaders who helped organize a unified movement of resistance in the Vilna ghetto. Discussed 

here will be numerous aspects of resistance; however the main focus is on the various political 

groups of youth and young adults that secretly met within the newly created ghetto and began to 

arm themselves and discuss ways to fight back against their oppressors. 

In trying to flesh out the facts about the Holocaust perpetrated in Vilna and the losses 

incurred that provoked a resistance movement, there first needs to be an understanding of what 

the city of Vilna was, before the Nazis invaded. Readers of the Holocaust, often ask themselves 

how such a tragedy of this magnitude happened? Somewhere within the early history lies the 

answer. The following is a guide to the Jewish communities' over five hundred years existence in 

Vilna, a city and a community of people that has now been erased from world history and 

geography text books--a city and community no longer to be found. My mother was raised under 

Polish rule when the city was called Wilno. However, when my mother and father left the city 

after liberation in 1944, the Lithuanians had renamed the city Vilnius, a name that was kept in 

place by the new Soviet occupiers. As a second generation of Holocaust survivors, the name 

Wilna, or the English version Vilna is what I grew up knowing since that was the name my 

mother's family had used for generations. For the purpose of this guide, the city will be referred 

to as Vilna. 

Vilna, the Capital of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania 

"It is our wish that the Jews, who we take under our protection in our own interest as well as the State, shall feel well 

and safe during our fortunate reign."
7
  

Polish-Lithuanian King Casimir Jagiello, 1453 

Vilna 
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In 1322, Lithuanian Grand Duke Gedimin built a fortress castle on a foundation 

attributable to the Normans dating back to the tenth century. Known today as Castle Hill, 

Gedimin declared the new city surrounding the fortress, Vilna, the capital of the Grand Duchy of 

Lithuania. Gedimin made it known far and near that settlers were welcome in his new city, and 

granted new comers that would till the land a ten year tax exemption. Merchants and craftsmen 

from not only Lithuania, but Germany and Russia came to the new city. In 1386, Gedimin's 

grandson married a Polish Queen, converted to her faith, Catholicism, and left his capital to 

become King of Poland. Soon the 'Mount of Three Crosses' on the hill overlooking Vilna was 

erected by the Grand Dukes. With the King's conversion to the Catholic Church, the inhabitants 

of Vilna abandoned paganism. Although Lithuania and Poland were separate states, the wealth 

between the two countries became closely intertwined.
8
  

By 1388, Jews began settling in the neighboring town of Troki, and trickled into Vilna, 

mostly during the end of the fifteenth century.
9
 Two waves of immigration brought Jews to 

Vilna; the first was through southern Russia to the east and the second was mostly from 

Germany to the west. In 1401, Poland and Lithuania agreed on a political alliance, however that 

meant that Lithuania overtime became dependant on Poland's economy.
10

 The Jews lived under a 

'special protection' issued by a charter in 1388 that granted Jews positive rights. The charter was 

first given to Polish Jews by Grand Duke Boleslav the Pious in 1264, and confirmed again by 

Polish-Lithuanian King Casimir Jagiello in 1334 and 1357. There was a paragraph in the charter 

issued by the Pope forbidding any accusations to be made against Jews of blood libel and 

damage to a synagogue or a Jewish cemetery was to be fined. However, a year later the Polish 

Cardinal Olesnicki abolished the charter after the German Teutonic Order defeated the Polish 

army. The Cardinal blamed the defeat on the King's charter in favor of the Jews who worshipped 

javascript:new_window('http://www.untilourlastbreath.com/threecrosses.html')
http://www.poland.pl/archives/middleages/article,,id,46842.htm
http://www.ushmm.org/wlc/article.php?lang=en&ModuleId=10007170
http://www.poland.pl/archives/middleages/article,,id,11552.htm
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their religion differently than the Catholic Church. All the former privileges granted to the Jews 

were then annulled in what became the Statute of Niexzawa. Even though, the liberal-minded 

monarchy ignored the Statute during his lifetime, King Casimir was later succeeded by his two 

sons who confirmed the Statute--thus giving control over rights of Lithuanian Jews to the 

Catholic Church.
11

  

The Polish-Lithuanian Union, "Union of Lublin" (1569) 

Throughout Vilna's early history were restrictions placed upon Jews created by the ruling 

elite of both Church and State. However, these restrictions placed upon the Lithuanian Jews were 

minor in comparison to the restrictions placed on Polish Jews.
12

 The Polish middle class had 

been influenced by the clergy's anti-Jewish teachings and the Polish King's trade limitations 

placed on Jews and other kinds of restrictions, such as having to wear a yellow hat.
13

 The Union 

of Lublin in 1569 formally united the Crown of the Polish Kingdom and the Grand Duchy of 

Lithuania--Polonizing Lithuania through an integrated language and culture. Although, the two 

states of the Commonwealth were considered equal, Poland was the dominate partner in the 

united state. The Roman-Catholic Church significantly influenced the Commonwealth. The 

union between Poland and Lithuania was achieved by Sigismund II Augustus, the last king of the 

Jagiello Dynasty. His death ended the nearly two hundred year hereditary monarchy. 

The subsequent monarchy was elected by the nobles, and no longer had power over the 

military, financial, administrative and political affairs of the State. The Jewish minority became 

subjected to the hostilities of the Catholic Church and the nobles; and the middle class Christian 

tradesmen and craftsmen looked at the Jews as competition.
14

 By 1573, an organized Jewish 

community in Vilna had built their first synagogue and called it the City Synagogue. By 1592 the 

city had a street called Jews' Street. The middle class tradesmen simmered with resentment 

http://www.britannica.com/eb/topic-477374/Privilege-of-Nieszawa
http://www.encyclopediaofukraine.com/pages/L/U/LublinUnionof.htm
http://www.encyclopediaofukraine.com/pages/L/U/LublinUnionof.htm
http://www.encyclopediaofukraine.com/pages/L/U/LublinUnionof.htm
http://www.encyclopedia.com/doc/1B1-378651.html
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towards the Jews of Vilna and attacked the synagogue and the shops on Jews' Street on May of 

1592. The Lithuanian Supreme Tribunal ruled that the culprits pay the Jews for damages and 

spend six weeks in prison. The tradesmen ignored the ruling, however one year later agreed on a 

settlement. After several more attacks by the tradesmen, King Sigismund III addressed an 

injunction in 1632 forbidding violence against Jews or interfering with their trade.  

The Cossack & Muscovite armies (1653-1661) 

After the Cossack troops from the Ukraine and the Muscovite army from Russia overran 

the eastern parts of the Grand Duchy in 1653, the troops occupied Vilna in 1655 and set the city 

on fire. The fire raged for seventeen days and consumed the Jewish quarter.
16

 When the Polish 

army recovered the city in 1661, Vilna's population was devastated.
17

 In the aftermath of the 

devastation, the struggle increased between the tradesmen and Jews over trade rights. On many 

occasions the Jews were attacked or raided by members of various guilds such as salt vendors, 

butchers, glaziers, fisherman, grain, tanning, and the furrieries.
18

 The Jews had a hard time 

securing work. However, three subsequent Kings were fair and protected Jewish interests. 

According to the municipality in 1645 there were about 2,620 Jews and 12,000 Christians in the 

city of Vilna. In 1662, after the Cossack invasion there were 415 Jews left in the city.
19 

The Commonwealth in Decline 

The power of the Commonwealth uniting the two states first created in Lublin in 1569, 

entered a decline in 1648 for two reasons. First was the Cossack-Russian occupation, and second 

was the Swedish invasion in 1655. The later part of the seventeenth century was marked by 

increasing hostility on the part of the tradesmen towards the Jews in Lithuania and Poland. The 

http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/view.jsp?artid=808&letter=C
http://www.mnsu.edu/emuseum/history/russia/muscovite.html
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hostilities were ignited by wars, and the aftermath of poverty, and anti-Jewish feelings fomented 

by the clerics who disseminated the story of an alleged blood libel case brought against the Jews 

in Vilna and Bialystok in the late fifteen hundreds.
20

 The clerics and Jesuit priests actively tried 

to get the Nobles to pass "special laws" against Jews. King John III Sobieski tried to bring 

tolerance and suppress the anti-Jewish riots, and sent troops when he heard there was a pogrom 

carried out by the tradesmen against Jews. 

The Great Northern War swept Northern & Central Europe (1700-1721); and the Great 

Plague in Vilna (1708-1710) 

At the end of the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, the city of Vilna 

experienced a series of events that led to disaster. It was a period of civil strife, war, famine, 

plague and fires. The stress and fear encountered by Vilna's inhabitants was created by the Great 

Northern Wars. During this time, the Swedes, Saxons, and Russians plundered the dual state of 

Poland and Lithuania. Sweden occupied the city of Vilna from 1702 to 1708, and imposed heavy 

taxes on the inhabitants.
21

 The Great War that swept Northern and Central Europe ended the 

Swedish Empire, and left the Russians the dominate power in the region. The successor of John 

Sobieski, King Augustus II finally restored the peace in the city of Vilna in 1709.
22

 Six years of 

occupation resulted in famine between 1708 and 1710, and was followed with an outbreak of 

Plague that resulted in many deaths. With Vilna's hardships, Jews had a difficult time paying the 

poll tax due and were granted a ten year moratorium by the monarchy. In the aftermath of famine 

and Plague, a series of fires broke out in the center of town that destroyed almost the entire 

Jewish quarter, damaged the Great Synagogue and various other Jewish communal buildings, 

469 homes, 15 mansions, and 12 churches.
23

 

http://www1.ushmm.org/wlc/article.php?lang=en&ModuleId=10007170
http://www.encyclopedia.com/doc/1O142-JohnIIISobieski.html
http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/pogrom
http://www.historylearningsite.co.uk/great_northern_war.htm
http://www.historylearningsite.co.uk/great_northern_war.htm
http://www.historylearningsite.co.uk/great_northern_war.htm
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The Jewish community continued to struggle with the tradesmen over trade rights. On 

May 29, 1738 King Augustus III confirmed several charters for the Jewish community. The 

charters extended the rights of Jews to open shops and retain liquor trade for twenty more years. 

However the Municipal Council protested, and on December 18, 1740 the old charter of 1527, 

the Statute of Niexzawa, was reinstated--the Jews were forbidden to live in the city's urban 

areas.
24

 With underlying tension over trade rights, the tradesmen took the next step and 

threatened to expel the Jewish community from the city altogether. After many proposals and 

counter proposals, the municipality laid down the conditions of a settlement: Jews who lived 

beyond the Jewish quarter would be punished by the demolition of their homes; they could only 

sell certain items in their shops, and could only possess small weighing scales. The chief purpose 

of these conditions were to severely limit Jewish trade, and in the years following the restrictions 

increased.
25 

 

The Constitution, Polish - Lithuanian Federal State (1791 - 1795) 

The Constitution adopted on May 3, 1791 was an attempt to reform the Commonwealth 

from in order to quell internal and political instability. The Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth 

encompassed not only Poland and Lithuania, but the territories of Belarus and Latvia, large parts 

of the Ukraine and Estonia, and pieces of what is today, western Russia.
26

 By 1800, the world's 

Jewish population was about 2 1/2 million, including about 250,000 Jews who settled in almost 

every town and township in the Grand Duchy--becoming the largest populated territory of Jews 

in the world.
27

 The attempted reforms by the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth failed to 

stabilize the State. The vulnerability of the Commonwealth allowed the federal state to be 

partitioned in three stages by the neighboring Russian Empire, Kingdom of Prussia, and the 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Augustus_III_of_Poland
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Habsburg Monarchy. By the second partition in 1793, the city of Vilna was annexed to czarist 

Russia. By the third partition in 1795, parts of the Polish-Lithuanian federal state were 

incorporated into Prussia.
28

 

Due to czarist Russia's takeover of Vilna and to Vilna's Jewish community's discontent 

with the Polish treatment of Jews, the Jews of Vilna rallied in support of Lithuanian patriot 

Thaddeus Kosciuszko in the revolt against Russia. For a short time in 1794, the Lithuanian army 

recaptured three quarters of the ancient territory, including Vilna. The Jewish community in 

Vilna swore an oath to the new provisional government on May 17, 1794. A leader in the Jewish 

community, Dr. Polonus, delivered a speech at the synagogue that described the cruelty of the 

Russians and asked the congregation to report any information to the army's leaders about the 

movements of Russian troops. The Jewish community paid over 25,000 gulden towards the costs 

of war, and donated gunpowder, lead, and two hundred uniforms. Under siege for three weeks, 

many of Vilna's Jews joined the army and died taking part in the city's defense. On July 30, 

1794, the Russians re-occupied Vilna.
29 

 

Vilna, ruled by Czarist Russia (1795-1915) 

The partitioning of Poland - Lithuania that divided large parcels of land between the three 

neighboring countries, mostly was absorbed by the Russian Empire. Within the parcel Russia 

annexed there was Vilna's Jewish population numbering between 5,000 and 6,000, who had been 

the target of intolerance by the Commonwealth's clergy, nobles and tradesmen. However, the 

czars of Russia were worse by far.
30

 At the time of the first partition of the Polish - Lithuanian 

federal state in 1791, Czar Catherine II (1762 - 1796) established the Pale of Settlement.  

http://faculty.washington.edu/rmcnamar/link269/article1.html
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The Pale of Settlement restricted the areas in which Jewish communities within the Russian 

Empire  

could live and work. Unless a Jew converted to Russian Orthodoxy or was granted special 

permission, the restrictions of the Pale of Settlement were applicable. When the Grand Duchy of 

Lithuania was annexed to Russia as a result of the second partition in 1793, the Pale of 

Settlement's restrictions immediately applied to the Jews of Vilna. The Pale's boundaries 

corresponded to the historical borders of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth.
31

 In the annexed 

parts of the Commonwealth, including the city of Vilna, czarist authorities imposed the Russian 

language upon the educated classes--thus a stern policy of Russification was implemented. 

Russification included a series of anti-Jewish policies. In 1827 Czar Nicholas I enforced the 

conscription of Jewish males, aged 12 to 25, into the Russian army in order to convert them to 

the Orthodox Church: other policies included the censorship and burning of Jewish books in 

1836; and the reform of Jewish schools for the purpose of the Jewish students' conversion in 

1844.
32

 Under the reign of Czar Nicholas I the Jewish population was subjected to merciless 

edicts. Russian imperial officials incited the populace to chronic violence against the Jewish 

communities. There was a sigh of relief amongst Vilna's Jews when Czar Nicholas I died in 

1855.
33

 

Alexander II succeeds Czar Nicholas I 

Alexander II succeeded Czar Nicholas I. The new czar was both liberal minded and progressive. 

Czar Alexander II instituted reforms, officially abolishing the serfdom of the Russian masses, 

creating a modern judicial system and granting self government to rural communities. In a series 

of limited rights granted to the Jewish community, the czar ended military conscription of Jewish 

http://www.aish.com/literacy/jewishhistory/Crash_Course_in_Jewish_History_Part_57_-_The_Czars_and_the_Jews.asp
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youth, and permitted the higher educated, military families, and certain professions to assimilate 

and live outside the Pale of Settlement.
34

 

Vilna, the "Jerusalem of Lithuania" 

"To think there are 333 Jews in one city who know the entire Talmud by heart! Why this is equivalent to the 

'Jerusalem of the diaspora!'"
35

 

Head of the Jewish "Council of Four Lands" 

Seventeenth Century Legend 

 

Even today after its destruction, world Jewry continues to refer to the city of Vilna as the 

'Jerusalem of Lithuania.' However, during the seventeenth century it was thought of as a city of 

'illiterates and boors' and was refused membership into the "Council of the Four Lands." Not 

until the Jews of Vilna presented a parchment scroll to a convention in Grodno was their 

membership considered. The scroll of parchment signed by the entire Vilna Rabbinate indicated 

that there were 333 scholars who had memorized the Talmud by heart. The head of the Rabbinic 

Council was so amazed by the piety, Torah-study and higher learning that he proclaimed Vilna 

was the 'Jerusalem of the Diaspora.' Publications written by literary and Talmudic scholars 

during the early to mid-seventeenth century spread throughout the Jewish communities of 

Europe that broadened the expertise of Rabbis to the extent that Isaiah's famous quote "from 

Zion will issue Torah" was rephrased to read "from Vilna will issue Torah." As legend has it, 

that is how Vilna became known as the 'Jerusalem of Lithuania.'
36

 

However, there are other legends that have carried through the centuries. During the reign 

of Czar Alexander I, France captured the city of Vilna for a brief period from June 28, 1812 to 

July 16, 1812. Napoleon Bonaparte, along with his advancing army marched from the banks of 

the Nieman at Grodno to invade Russia, and briefly settled in the city of Vilna on his way to 

http://books.google.com/books?id=hZqpCrG3qw0C&pg=PA97&lpg=PA97&dq=Council+of+the+Four+Lands&source=web&ots=FW4YODps6y&sig=LlGQe9Ggpz-KXb7k0q23phzTtWk&hl=en
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Moscow. Upon his retreat, Napoleon re-entering the city of Vilna on November 23, 1812 saw the 

Great Synagogue, and has been reputed to exclaim, "Vilna, is the Jerusalem of Lithuania!" 

Vilna's Jewish community had become well established and the courtyard of the Great 

Synagogue was a bustling hub of intellectuals, poets, and Talmudic scholars. Vilna's Jews had 

been influenced by the famous eighteenth century scholar Elijah ben Solomon Zalman, also 

known as Vilna Gaon. Through the Gaon's leadership in advanced rabbinical and secular studies 

based upon the Enlightenment movement that came from Berlin through Moses Mendelssohn, 

Vilna gained the reputation for its intellectual and cultural spirit. Since the Vilna Gaon differed 

in his teachings and philosophies with the Bal Shem Tov, the Jews of Vilna were progressive--

they studied mathematics, science, history, geography, literature, poetry and the arts.
37

 

The Romm Printing Press was established in 1789, and was based in Vilna, with a second 

print shop in Grodno. Over generations the business grew and became the largest printing house, 

store and publishing business known to world Jewry. The Romm family distributed the largest 

body of rabbinical and scholarly work within the Yiddish-Hebrew world during this period--

including the Talmud, Mishna, Bible and various other important secular texts.
38

 In 1893 

Matthias Strashun, a Talmudic scholar, founded a large private library of Jewish literature with 

his fortune that was preserved under his name with 7,000 volumes bequeathed to the community. 

The Strashun collection became a part of a five story building named the Strashun Library that 

was located inside the courtyard of the Great Synagogue. At the close of the century, the Jewish 

community of Vilna had grown to nearly 63,000, forming forty percent of the city's total 

population. As a minority group, the Jews of Vilna became more politically minded in trying to 

establish trade, work, and property rights. The Jewish Labor Bund and the Hoveve-Zion 

societies, forerunners of Zionism, were established. In addition to the various yeshivas that 

javascript:new_window('http://www.untilourlastbreath.com/Bart4gaon.html')
http://www.answers.com/topic/the-smoothest-way-is-full-of-stones-story-5
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sprang up were modern secondary and higher institutes of learning that focused on the 

instruction of Yiddish and Hebrew languages. Such institutes of study inspired a list of 

prominent scholars, writers, and poets. The writers group Young Vilna included such names as: 

Max Weinreich, Zalmen Reyzen, Max Erik, Moyshe Kulbak, Chaim Grade, and Abraham 

Sutskever.
39

 By the nineteenth century Vilna was a hub of Jewish culture, with Yiddish 

newspapers, publishing firms, and printing presses. 
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