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1. Introduction


Lithuanian capital Vilnius is in a very important and convenient location between East and West. It is at a crossroads of political, economical and cultural interests, a place where people of various nationalities and different religions peacefully coexisted for ages. From the 14th century communities of Poles, Belarusians, Russians, Germans, Karaims, Jews and others established themselves in the city.  Each group made its contribution to the life of the city.

However, the phenomenon of Vilnius Jews community brings the capital of Lithuania to the highest trajectory of historical consciousness. Vilnius was called “Northern Jerusalem” not only because of its special role played in Jewish culture but also because it is a very difficult to find so many nations and confessions living so close to each other as here at the end of the 20th century.

In the first part of this work we will make the overview of history of Vilnius’ Jews community, focusing on the beginning of their settlement, anti-Semitism and holocaust. 

The second part of this work will consist of analysis of the presence, including nowadays condition of Jews community in Vilnius, governmental policy concerning Jewish heritage, the question of property and the decision to restore Jewish quarter in the Lithuanian capital. 

2. “Then”

2.1. Settlement in Lithuania


Records show that Jews have lived in Lithuania before 14th century, but during this century they settled down here firmly. Actually they came at the invitation of tolerant Lithuanian Dukes, who had recognized the utility of the merchants, artisans, and traders as an integral component in the development of nation. 


In 1388 Vytautas the Great granted the privilege to the Jews. They were proclaimed to be free people, not serves and that testified the high social status of Jews. They were granted the protection of their lives and property, the right of unrestricted mobility, trade and other financial activities. The exceptional tolerance was shown toward the religion. Jews were given the right to practice their faith and celebrate religious holidays. Synagogues and graveyards were also declared under protection. Severe punishment awaited those who violated religious rights. The main points of this privilege were included in the First Statute of Lithuania (1529).

Jewish historians say that the reign of Vytautas the Great was the Golden Age for Lithuanian Jews. Tolerance, free way of life, possibility to practice religion, observe traditions and conduct trade let Jews to became deeply rooted in Lithuania and to develop their culture. They were engaged in various sorts of activities, but the most important role of Jews was in merchandizing and the axis of Lithuanian Jewish world was Vilnius, a Great Mother City.

2.2. Settlement in Vilnius

In 1567 Vilnius’ Jews were mentioned in a document for the first time. Those times Jews were not allowed to purchase houses in the city - they had the right only for a rent. Only in 1593 Jews were allowed to own buildings in Vilnius. Before that, they could reside only in the lands that did not belong to the magistrate. Between 16th - 17th centuries Jews were given the right to reside in Zydų (Jewish), Šv. Mykolo (Saint Michael's), and Mėsinių (Butchers') streets. They were also alowed to live in Vokiecių (German) street, but only in the apartments which windows could not face the street. That is how the Jewish quarter was formed in the Old Town.
In 1784 there were around 5000 Jews in Vilnius according to census; after 100 years Jews constituted 38.8% of town's population (64 000 Jews/1897 census). At the beginning of 20th century half of the 120 000 population of the city were Jews (referring to other German sources, in the years 1915-1918 Vilnius had 139 000 inhabitants, 41% of whom were Jews), most of who spoke Yiddish – a 1000-year-old German dialect. After World War I, in 1923, their number decreased till 55.000 Jews (33.3% of town's population). Jews did not among the European cities most densely inhabit Vilnius. There were cities where Jewish community was substantially larger, but Vilnius was the most "Jewish town" due to the percentage of them.  According to 1931 census the percentage of population who considered Yiddish and Hebrew as their mother - tongue was
:
	Town
	The percentage of Jews, who indicated Hebrew of Yiddish as their mother-tongue
	The number of Jews in the town

	Warsaw 
	94,4
	353.000

	Lodz 
	94,6
	202.500

	Lvov 
	75,6
	100.000

	Krakow 
	81,0
	56.000

	Vilnius 
	99,2
	55.000


In 1939, on the eve of World War II, Jews made up 27.9% of population of Vilnius what were around 60.000 people.

In 1663 the famous Great Synagogue of Vilnius was built. In the second half of 17th century religious thought began to develop very intensively: 40 rabbis lived in Vilnius, despite the fact that there were only about 2500 Jews here at that time. On the eve of World War II there were over 110 synagogues and 10 yeshivas. Vilnius became recognized as Jewish spiritual centre and began to be called Jerusalem of Lithuania. 

The fact is that before Nazi Holocaust Vilnius indeed was the most honoured centre of Lithuanian Jewish culture. There were a lot of museums, Yiddish-language theatres, libraries, and publishing houses, schools, including Yiddish Institute of Higher Learning (Der Yiddisher Visenshaftlicher Institut), members of the board of which were Sigmund Freud, Albert Einstein and Marc Chagall. Therefore the culture of Jewish community in Vilnius was regarded as a secular and alternative to traditional Judaism.  

2.3. Anti-Semitism during Inter-war period

Anti-Semitism was quite characteristic phenomena in the inter-war Lithuania. The anti-Semitic views in Lithuania intensified especially when the Nazi came into power in Germany.

In 1926 Jews were blocked from governmental institutions and the enrollment of them in the university faculties of medicine and law was restricted. As a result Jews engaged themselves in trade. Students were organizing anti-Semitic demonstrations, although the majority of the faculties disagreed with them. Due to the rise of economic competition, Lithuanian businessmen became anti-Semites and started to promote the boycott on Jewish shops with a slogan "Lithuania for Lithuanians"; the newspaper "Verslas" ("The Business") started to publish anti-Jewish articles. The President of Lithuania A. Smetona denounced anti-Semitism, but when his power weakened, even the semiofficial organ "Lietuvos aidas" began to publish anti-Semitic articles.

2.4. The World War II and holocaust

In October 1939 the Soviet Union returned Vilnius to Lithuania, but in the summer of 1940 annexed all the country. The returning of Vilnius to Lithuania was very significant to Jews because of the fact that the number of Jews in Lithuania increased and reached almost a quarter of a million due to the over 80 000 Jews inhabited Vilnius and its area. 

The policies of Soviet Union caused a huge harm to the culture of Jews in Lithuanian. Although Yiddish culture was not so far persecuted, everything what had been created for Hebrew was forbidden: all Hebrew institutions, yeshivas, schools (children were transferred to Yiddish schools), all public organizations, and all parties. All Yiddish organizations were also forbidden, all newspapers suppressed, except one, which became the tool of Communist party. Yiddish libraries were cleaned from "harmful" books and a lot of Jewish scientists, politicians and others were arrested and deported to Siberia. 

In 1941 at the beginning of summer Germany invaded the Soviet Union. The Nazi occupied Lithuania and with the help of local Lithuanian collaborators began the mass extermination of Jews. Nazi took up the strongest anti-Jewish propaganda, blaming Jews for all misfortunes of Germany, the whole world, and the Lithuanian nation. They identified Jews with Communism and claimed that Communism could be liquidated only by eliminating Jews. They seek to erase Jews from the surface of society. It was forbidden for Jews to appear in public places, to use public transport, and to walk on sidewalks. The David's star, the distinguishing sign - was introduced. In the duration of only a couple of months the majority of Jewish population in Lithuania was exterminated. The remaining ones imprisoned in the ghettoes in Vilnius, Kaunas and Shiauliai.

In the ghettoes facing antihuman conditions, Jews showed the unprecedented resistibility. Cultural, educational activities were launched in the ghettoes. Libraries were opened, lectures on the topics of literature, culture, philosophy, natural sciences were held. Art exhibitions, literary contest, concerts, discussions were organized and schools were set up. A theatre was founded in Vilnius ghetto. Classical plays by world and Jewish authors were performed, concerts organized here. The theatre existed until all of its actors were murdered. All the cultural activities helped to keep up people's spirits, did not allow the Nazi to turn ghetto prisoners into animals. 

Nonetheless, cultural activities were not the only form of resistance. Military units were also set up: in Vilnius ghetto there were attempts to organize an uprising. The members of anti-Nazi movement supported the fighters in the ghetto. Lithuanians, Poles, Russians were saving Jews, first of all children. Thus about a thousand of future creators of Jewish culture were saved.

However, about 95% of local Jewish population was murdered. Many of them were among 100 000 victims of the mass executions in Paneriai, about 10 km west of the old town centre. 

After the occupation of Nazi there were hardly any Jews left in the country. Those who survived gathered in the larger towns. In Vilnius in 1945 the Jewish Museum was established. Jewish primary schools, children's homes and kindergartens were opened in Vilnius and Kaunas. Vilnius and Kaunas religious communities were formed in 1946. 

In 1949 the Soviet Union, which was carrying out anti-Semitic policy, closed down the museum, the schools, and the kindergartens. A decade later, after the death of Stalin in 1953, when the regime liberalized, Jews formed several amateur artist collectives with a Jewish songs and theatre in Yiddish. These were the first such kind of collectives in the Soviet Union famous in many regions throughout the country. 
3. “Now”

3.1. the revival of Jewish culture


With the restoration of Lithuanian Independence on March 11, 1990 the life of the Jews underwent essential changes. The government of the state approved and guaranteed equal rights for national minorities, the Jews included. Decisions were passed abolishing discrimination against Jews and allowing conditions for the remnants of a Jewish cultural life to be resurrected from ruins. 
The Jewish State Museum was re-established at that time, Judaic section at Martynas M. Mazvydas National Library was formed. A Jewish national school with emphasis on Jewish traditions opened again in 1989. In 1991 studies of Judaism were renewed at Vilnius university. Two years later the Judaism Studies Centre was opened. It co-operates closely with Oxford University’s Yiddish Centre (UK) and many Western European Universities. In 1997 a Jewish history course was introduced in Kaunas Vytautas Magnus university. Now there is a Jewish academics and intellectuals association Vilnor, medical, youth and students associations, a sports club Maccabi and other organisations. Also a significant event for the Jewish community was the publication of the monthly newspaper Lietuvos Jeruzalė (‘Lithuanian Jerusalem’ with articles in Yiddish, Lithuanian, English and Russian).
After Lithuania’s independence religious life of Jews in Lithuania was revived.
 In 1991 the conference of Lithuania’s Jewish Community (LJC) was held in Vilnius. It united all Lithuanian Jews and represented the cultural, religious and property interests of the Jewish national minority. Jewish religious communities and synagogues started functioning in Vilnius and Kaunas; similarly Jewish communities were registered in a few other cities. 

In general the situation of Jews has improved in Lithuania. But still migration to Israel and the USA has not ceased. The low birth rate in Jewish families cannot compensate for the shrinking of the Jewish Community caused by emigration and natural death, leaving only 4,007 Jews in Lithuania today (according to the 2001 census). Now they form only 0,5% of population of Vilnius (according to the same census Vilnius has 542 287 inhabitants).  Research in the 1990s showed that about one third of Lithuanian Jews have Russian as their mother tongue. It is not clear how far either Yiddish or Hebrew have survived as the mother tongue of Lithuanian Jews.

3.2. Nowadays problems

The question of property

In the year 1940, upon the occupation of Lithuania by the Soviet Union, property held by Jewish community was nationalized, part of it was destroyed: either in the course of the War or in the Post-War period. After restoration of Independence, part of the communal property was privatized.

The law on restoration procedure of the right of religious communities to the remaining real estate, that came in force in 1995, does not satisfy Jewish community because it fails in evaluating the particularities of formation of the Jewish communal property, according to which hospital, schools, domiciles of charity institutions, clubs, unions and any other property that used to be in the ownership of the Jewish Community shall not be given back to its former owner. With the assistance of the worldwide Jewish organizations (such as World Jewish Restitution Organization, Israel, American Jewish Committee, JOINT, USA), the Lithuanian Jewish Community, in co-operation with state authorities, is drafting appropriate correctives and amendments of the above-indicated Law. Working group, established in parallel with the foregoing bodies, acting together with the State Central Archives, as well as archives of different cities, towns and municipalities of Lithuania, draws out lists (registers) of the Jewish communal property, which – upon checking thereof by an institution authorized by the Lithuanian Government - will become a basis for further negotiations.

The committee consisting of various worldwide Jewish organizations and eight representatives of the Lithuanian Jewish Community conducts negotiations with appropriate state management authorities of country almost for a three-year period. The World Jewish Restitution Organization, the Lithuanian Jewish Community and the Lithuanian Jewish Religious Community have established a public institution “Lithuanian Jewish Heritage Fund” the Board of which will continue to hold negotiations with the Government of Lithuania and will administrate the recovered property. Board of the above-indicated Fund consists of 12 people, from which 6 are from Lithuania (3 – from the Lithuanian Jewish Community, the rest 3 – from the Lithuanian Jewish Religious Community) and 6 – from different worldwide Jewish organizations. 

Although Jews are dealing with the problems related to recovery of their communal property already for several years and a considerable amount of important issues have been successfully solved, however, they are in the very beginning of the whole process. For the meantime, negotiations with the state Government are conducted only about the remained real estate of the Community. From the lists submitted to the Government it is evident that the legal and technical state of the buildings is varying. In fact, there are no any free (empty/unoccupied) buildings, while vacation there of is not an easy thing. Most probably, Jews will negotiate regarding the privatized buildings or certain constructions occupied by state institutions so that to get compensation. 

However, litvaks, how Lithuanian Jews call themselves, are still not decided how much, and what kind of real estate they want to get back. Lithuanian government couple of times was given different lists of buildings, with changing number and addresses every time. 

The New Anti-Semitism

Anti-Semitism has not been a serious problem in Lithuania in the past decade, although a number of anti-Semitic events were recently reported. Jewish cemeteries were desecrated in Vilnius, Kaunas, Kelme and Pasvalys in 2000. In March and August 2002, Lithuanian fans yelled anti-Semitic epithets at sporting events between local and Israeli teams. The owner of the stadium in which the second incident occurred sent a letter of apology to the Jewish community and submitted a video of the match to the police. In 2000, 135 Lithuanians attempted to found a neo-Nazi party but were refused registration by the Ministry of Justice. 



However, this year a popular Lithuanan newspaper Respublika, was accused of anti-Semitism and homophobia, after publishing certain articles by the editor-in-chief and owner, Vitas Tomkus. In March, the Prosecutor-General announced that his office has launched an investigation into the articles, written in a series of letters titled, "Who Rules the World?" on 20 and 23 February. Lithuanian parliament Chairman Arturas Paulauskas and Prime Minister Algirdas Brazauskas requested that the Prosecutor-General's Office determine whether criminal charges can be filed in connection with the articles.
 

Later in March, Lithuania's Journalists and Publishers Ethics Commission found Tomkus had violated the code of journalism ethics and was guilty of instigating intolerance against Jews and homosexuals and in July of 2005 a Lithuanian court has fined the owner of a popular Lithuanan newspaper 3,000 litas for publishing an anti-Semitic editorial. 
The restoration of Jewish quarter


In September of 2000, while serving in parliament, Lithuanian Jewish leader Emanuelis Zingeris pushed a plan through the legislature to restore and, in some cases, rebuild the Jewish quarter in Vilnius. He even had created a Jewish Cultural fund to seek private money for his far-reaching project. 


The reconstruction of some 30 buildings will cost about 100 million dollars and the rebuilding of he Great Synagogue will require 10 million dollars. Easier tasks, like repainting Hebrew letters that were on storefronts of Jews, have been already done.

4. Résumé


The analysis of the past has shown to us that Jewish ethnic minority in Vilnius have not been a “real” minority before World War II. They have developed their unique culture there that was an integral part of Vilnius. Therefore it is important to cherish the heritage of this ethnic group and try to solve the problems which occurred in 21st century.
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