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Forgotten Memory
The Jews of Vilne in the Diaspora

The way East European Jews are remembered is subject to increasing ex-
amination, but very little is known about how East European Jews remem-
ber. Most Holocaust survivors did not return to their hometowns and vil-
lages, but settled around the world. Jewish hometown associations, or
landsmanshaftn, kept alive the memory of the places they had left behind,
and the Holocaust. This is seen in the case of the Jews of Vilnius, or Vilne
as it is called in Yiddish. The way they view the past differs fundamentally
from the way Jews still living in Vilnius see it. This contains the potential for
conflict over cultural heritage and the interpretation of history, as evidenced
in the dispute over materials from the YIVO Institute for Jewish Research.

The collapse of Communism in 1989 was accompanietiriegliscovery of the Jewish
past and an increase in commemorative events dedita the Holocaust. Both phe-
nomena are undoubtedly of crucial importance to ghealistic, historically con-
ceived, contemporary self-perception of the East [ean societies in whose midst
Nazis carried out the genocide of the Jews. Sonmbuaes of these societies even
participated in this genocide. Today, Eastern Eutugeto come to terms with the
void left behind by the Holocaust.

The politics of remembrance and the scholarshipnemory usually take a national
point of view. Far less attention is paid to thdsectly affected: the Holocaust survi-
vors, their families, and the Jewish communitie€Eastern Europe. The way others
remember the East European Jews is subject taasingeexamination, but very little is
known about how East European Jews remember. Ajthdewish remembrance in
Eastern Europe is centred around generally recedmates and sites of commemora-
tion, the fixation on common, external points oference fails to notice significant
differences in the treatment of the past. For exemjewish memorial activities be-
tween 1944 and 1989 took place for the most pagidel Eastern Europe — not just
because of the repressive attitude of Communisinesytowards the Holocaust, but
because most of the East European Jews who surthieedolocaust left their home-
towns and villages soon after the Second World Wae. surviving community of Jews
from Vilnius, or Vilne — as the city is called inddish and will be called here in refer-
ence to the prewar Jewish community and its membefers an example of the con-
sequences that mass emigration was to have onhJsweisiory of Eastern Europe. But
first, the differences between commemoration, rebrante, and mourning must be
iluminated, as they are of fundamental importaiodeow the Holocaust is treated.

Anna Lipphardt (b. 1970), is a cultural anthropologist at the @aMarc Bloch in Berlin.
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Commemoration, Remembrance, Mourning

Thememorial turnthat has embraced the East Central- and East Eurqgudsic over
the past two decades has generated a variety oéptmand terms and, as a result, a
certain amount of confusion over terminology aslw&l the moment, there are al-
most as many different uses of the terms “commetioora “collective memory”,
“remembrance”, or “places of memonylfeux de mémoineas there are authors writ-
ing about these topics. Frequently, these termsuaeel as synonyms for one an-
other.

In order to provide some orientation within thisnsatic jungle, | suggest a differen-
tiation based on particular meanings of the Germards gedenker(to commemo-
rate) anderinnern (to remember)Gedenkercontains the rootlenken(to think) and
therefore entails a deliberate act of calling tommoey or marking by ceremony. It
requires no direct connection between the commeamoend the events or those
affected by them and can function at a great sacidltemporal distance from what is
being commemorate®Gedenkerdoes not demand direct involvement in the padt, bu
merely a certain idea and fundamental knowledgghiefpastErinnern by contrast,
should be thought of in this context as the actesflling a personal experience.
Strictly speaking, one remembers something in whicé was involved, with which
one has come into contact.

Unlike gedenkeperinnernfrequently cannot be controlled, especially whea asso-
ciated with trauma — as is remembrance of the Haistt Many survivors still suffer
from post-traumatic stress disorder, an afflictibiaracterised by the inability to curb
constantly recurring, distressing memories:

What was previously experienced runs almost incglysthrough the heads
of many who are traumatised ... They cannot “swiffh the thoughts, re-
bukes, and self-accusations. Memories force themsalpon them again
and again. Shrill memories tend to come back immjng detail and vivid-
ness, especially just before sleep ... But somartatised people go through
their extreme experiences not just in memorieseamis. It can happen that
they suddenly behave or feel as if they are gdimgugh the traumatic ex-
perience again (flashback). The memory symptoms careected with
strong emotions and feelings, which repeatedly skeagerson affected into
a psychological shock ... To defend themselves fimeranxieties caused by
memory symptoms, those affected often try, constyoand unconsciously,
to push away and avoid thoughts and situations ttigger memories of
what was experiencéd.

! Matthias Schiitzwohl, “Posttraumatische Belastuigsey. Die Folgen extrem belastender
Ereignisse”, Berufsverband Deutscher PsychologinmehPsychologen e.V., ednforma-
tionsreihe Psychische Erkrankungen und ihre Behargi{Bonn31997), pp. 2-3.



Forgotten Memory 189

In Eastern Europe, where the Holocaust was taboméwe than half a century, and
where specialised psychological care remains scanceivors find it especially diffi-
cult to deal with their memories. In addition, thervivors’ memories of the Holo-
caust are always associated with the grief feltdeir murdered relatives, friends, and
almost all of their social and cultural peers. Mong, as Micha Brumlik has aptly
put it, is to be understood as “an emotion of aless” Nahemotioh related to “fa-
miliar people or those perceived as familia©ften, survivors do not know where
and when the people who were close to them diedtlaer@fore lack a location or
date to which they can symbolically attach theitunming.

The commemoration days and places that have begmaily recognised since 1989
serve as a substitute. Even if they always measuiaivors a painful confrontation with
their grief and memories they would rather forgath days and places can still fulfil an
important function in working through and copingttwiraumas and can contribute to
stabilising emotions. For one, they offer a corcfetal point where survivors can care
for their dead loved ones; for another, this kifitlearly defined framework, together
with communal rituals of mourning, can bring thedividual pain survivors feel under
some control. The attention of the immediate emwvitent is also enormously important
for the processes of grieving and healing, as dipacknowledgement. Together they
break the monstrous silence that follows in theenafkgenocidé.

With this in mind, the public acknowledgement tl@companies official, usually
national commemoration days should be viewed ag pesitive. At the same time,
however, the enormous political significance attatho such events in Eastern
Europe encroaches on the space left for survivoggitve and to remember. With
their accession to the European Union, most Eastr&@eBuropean countries have
adopted Western conventions of commemoration. Inym@untries, the day com-
memorating the Holocaust is observed by an actaié sthe protocol of which is
determined by state authorities such as the offidbe head of state, the president of
the parliament, or in some cases the protocol deeat of the foreign ministry.
Attention at these occasions falls on the individimeakers’ assertions that it is very
important for the country and for Europe as a whadeer to allow the Holocaust to
be forgotten, so that nothing similar can happesiragrhe formulaic way in which
these pleas are uttered may well meet internatistaaldards and the general require-
ments of reverence. However, they all too oftenewghe feelings and needs of the
survivors, their families, and the Jewish commaesitiall the more so as such state-
ments are rarely ever followed by correspondingadh everyday politics.

2 Micha Brumlik, “Trauerrituale und politische Kultaach der Shoah in der Bundesrepublik”,
in Hanno Loewy, edHolocaust. Grenzen des Verstehens. Eine Debattedibdesetzung
der GeschichtéReinbek/Hamburg 1992), pp. 191-212, here p. 197.

¥ Hans Keilson, “Sequentielle Traumatisierung bendéirn durch ‘man-made-disaster”, in
Alexander Friedmann, et al., eddberleben der Shoah — und danach. Spéatfolgen deolve
gung aus wissenschaftlicher Si¢htienna 1999), pp. 109-126; Dori Laub, “Zeugnitegbn
oder Die Schwierigkeiten des Zuhérens”, in UlricheB ed.Niemand zeugt fur den Zeugen.
Erinnerungskultur nach der ShodRrankfurt/Main 2000), pp. 68—83; idem, “Die preétive
Vergangenheit: Das Fortleben historischer Traurmeatisg”, in Harald Welzer, edQas sozia-
le Gedachtnis. Geschichte, Erinnerung, Tradier(idigmburg 2001), pp. 321-338.
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Milieus and Places of Remembrance: Survivors framivs

Those who seek to examine the Jewish past in EaSteope are today confronted
by the tremendous void left by the Holocaust ares@rved by the Communist re-
gimes’ repressive attitude towards the reconswnctf Jewish life after the wér.
Little attention has been given to the consequeotdswish emigration from Eastern
Europe in the immediate postwar period. Emigraticgamt that what was left of the
Jewish community declined even more dramaticallye Thntre of East European
Jewish life shifted overseas.

With the departure of these emigrants — who induttie overwhelming majority of
surviving Jewish leaders, cultural figures, edustand intellectuals — Eastern
Europe lost not only an enormous treasure trovenofivkedge and valuable perspec-
tives on its’ Jewish past. A large part of thoseidk cultural assets that had been
saved from the Nazis was also transferred to thetWehere it became the founda-
tion for important research and documentation esnsuch as the Hebrew University
and Yad Vashem in Jerusalem or the YIVO Institate Jewish Research (Yidisher
visnshaftlekher institut) in New York.

The postwar history of Vilne's survivors is as a daxample of this development.
When the Red Army liberated Vilnius on 12 July 19#4found 500 survivors re-
maining from the city’s prewar community of 60,008ws> In the months that fol-
lowed, several hundred Vilne Jews returned fronolmbcamps or hideouts, from
partisan units or the Soviet interior, to whichytied been deported by the Soviets
before the German invasion, or to which they hed #fter the invasion However, the
overwhelming majority of the Jews who gathered astwar Vilnius were originally
from other parts of Lithuania or the Soviet Uniory #e end of 1945, there were
10,000-12,000 Jews living in Vilnidgs.

Immediately upon liberation, a group of Jewish liet#uals who had been in the
Vilna ghetto and then with the Soviet partisansa®iut securing remnants of the
Jewish past. For example, they started recordicguatts of what the Jews had ex-
perienced during the German occupatidineir main activity, however, was to bring
together the numerous Jewish archival materialsk$oand works of art that had
been hidden from the Germanalthough the Soviet authorities had approved the

4 The following arguments are based on my dissertatilne, yidishlekh fartrakht ... Kultu-
relle Erinnerung, Trauma, Migration. Die Vilne-Diasra in New York, Israel und Vilnius
nach dem Holocaugtniversity of Potsdam 2006).

5 Dov Levin, “July 1944 — The Crucial Month for thiRemnants of Lithuanian JewryY,ad
Vashem Studied6 (1984), pp. 333-361, here p. 361; Yitzhak A@Hetto in Flames: The
Struggle and Destruction of the Jews in Vilna ia Hiolocaust(Jerusalem 1980), pp. 27-28;
A. Suzkewer, “Das Ghetto von Wilna”, in Wassili Gsman, et al., eddas Schwarzbuch.
Der Genozid an den sowjetischen Ju@RReinbek/Hamburg 1995), pp. 457-547, here p. 457.

¢ Szmerke Kaczerginskl,svishn hamer un serp. Tsu der geshikhte fun Keidatsye fun der
yidisher kultur in Sovetn-ruslan@aris 1949), p. 84.

" Ibid., pp. 32-33.

8 The Vilna ghetto had to provide a unit of forcathdurers — thgapir-brigade— for Ein-
satzstab Reichsleiter Rosenberg, one of the NaZigtipte agencies of plunder, in order to
“select” Jewish collections, i.e. to forward thduable materials to Frankfurt am Main and
Prague for Nazi institutions of Jewish research tanthke the rest (a quota of 70 per cent
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creation of a museum of Jewish art and culturepdn became clear that the condi-
tions for Jewish cultural activity would worsen @ndstalin. With this in mind, mu-
seum employees began to organise the secret travfsfee valuable items to free
countries.

It is due to their great sense of historical awassnthe tradition of Jewish self-help and
historiography from below, as well as the expemegained in the cultural resistance to
Nazi occupation that these valuable repositoriesutifire and knowledge “emigrated”
and could be made available to the public in thenttes that received thethThe
Jewish museum in Vilnius, however, was closed #81@nd what was left of its hold-
ings was integrated into Lithuanian collectionganfiscated by the Soviet cens#rs.

In addition to the ever-present consequences oba@a and the restrictions placed
on Jewish cultural life, everyday life was alsor@asingly subjected to political and
social constraints. Many of the Jews in Vilniusrsoecognised that the city had noth-
ing more to offer them. With few exceptions, thevating Jews of Vilne left the city
between 1944 and 1947. This was made possible éyattt that, as former Polish
citizens, they were permitted to leave for Polandar a repatriation treaty negotiated
between Poland and the Lithuanian Soviet SocialepuRlic in September 1944.
Departure was accompanied by a radical changersepeetive, as evidenced by this
quote from a 1948 article:

Our Yerushalayim deLita [Jerusalem of Lithuania] @& langer there ... —
Yes, Vilnius still exists, the geographical nametifl there and will proba-
bly exist forever, but o u r Vilne is no longer teeOur Vilne is now home-
less pa-venadl... Today, we can encounter a true Vilne face afiroad?

t6dz, for a time after the Second World War the lardesstsit centre in Europe, was
the first destination of the Vilne Jews. In Aprd46, they founded the Association of
Vilne Jews in PolandHarband fun Vilner Yidn in PoyJnwhich set for itself four
tasks: 1. the registration of survivors, maintemaat contacts with Vilne hometown
associationsor landsmanshaftnaround the world, and the social support of Vilne
Jews in Poland; 2. the commemoration of Jewishé/ilafore and during the war; 3.

was set) to a paper mill. The story of the papigdmte is depicted in David E. Fishm&m-

bers Plucked from the Fire: The Rescue of Jewistu€@ilTreasurefNew York 1996).

The immediate circumstances of this cultural ti@mswhich was illegal from the Soviet

point of view, are not well documented, see Fishmambers PluckedKaczerginski,

Tsvishn hameip. 88.

% On the tradition of East European Jewish histaeipgy from below, which was spurred
originally by the 1881 pogroms, see Anke HilbrennBiaspora-Nationalismus. Zur
Geschichtskonstruktion Simon Dubnof&ottingen 2007), pp. 148-167; Samuel Kassow,
Who Will Write Our History?: Emanuel RingelblumgetiVarsaw Ghetto, and the Oyneg
Shabes ArchivéBloomington 2007); Laura Jockusch, “Khurbn Fomsgu Jewish Histori-
cal Commissions in Europe, 1943-19438hrbuch des Simon-Dubnow-Institués(2007),
pp. 441-473.

1 Fishman Embers PluckedViarek Web, “Tsu der geshikhte funem YIVO-arkhiui,Joshua

Fishman, ed.Lekoved fuftsik yor YIVO, 1925-1970ovel-band XLVI (New York 1980),

pp. 168-191.

Vilner opklang. Byuletin fun Farband fun Vilner gidn Poyln (Umperyodishe oysgabe)

1 (January 1948), pp. 1-2. Emphasis as in thenaligi

12
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Yiddish-speaking cultural activities; and 4. thersh for German war criminals and
the collection of evidencé The statutes of the association included a congmstie
programme of commemoration, which described inibdetaom and what should be
commemorated, and how this was to be institutigedti

The memory of the 150,000 Jewish victims from thty e@ind region of
Vilne [is to be] perpetuated through the creatibmeritage yerushé com-
missions with all of the Vilndandsmanshaftnwhich will dedicate them-
selves to:

+ the collection of all materials, documents, phodpiis, memoirs, arti-
cles, and books that tell about the centuries wiskelife and creativity
in Yerushalayim delita;

- the collection, recording and copying of all documtse eyewitness ac-
counts, diaries, letters, memoirs, drawings andtqgraphs that are
available among the Vilne survivors and addreds: ilh the Vilna
ghetto, Vilner in the concentration camps, in f@sise groups, partisan
formations, in the Red Army, the Polish Army andailfied armies;
Vilne Jews on the Aryan side, in emigration (Soviktion and other
countries); non-Vilne Jews in the Vilna ghetto; nél non-Jews who
rescued and hid Jews and Jewish children; non-fesitigens of Vilne
who betrayed Jews or participated in their murdewish traitors.

All of these collected materials are to be handesr ¢o YIVO, the histori-
cal archive Yad Vashem in Erez-Israml other Jewish academic institu-
tions, with the aim that Vilne rooms will be esiabkd [there] — museum
archives of Yerushalayim deLita.

The association will see to the establishment afreesponding commemo-
ration fund:

- to furnish and maintain the Vilne rooms;

- to provide scholarships and prizes for the mostifiraollectors and
the most important collections, the best reseanthsdudies on the 4-
year martyrdom of Jewish Vilne and the centuriesisfory of con-
structive Jewish national life in Vilne in all itsrms;

. for the publication of a memoriayigkeil album for the murdered Jews
and their destroyed social institutions; for thélpmation of the [series]
“Bleter vegn Vilne” [Pages about Vilngnd of periodicals, in which
the most important materials, documents, memoidshéstorical papers
as well as “Vilne news” on the life and activitietthe Vilner in their
landsmanshaftmwill be published around the world.

18 “Farband fun yidn fun Vilne un umgegnt. Oystsugm &htatut”, in Leyzer Ran and Leibl
Korisky, eds.Bleter vegn Vilngpp. 69-70; Archiv Bet Lohamei Hagetaot, file D)98htatut,
ZiomkostwdZydéw Wilnian w Polsce / Farband fun Vilner YidrPioyin, LodZJune 1946).

4 “Farband fun yidn fun Vilne un umgegnt”.
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None of this could be realised in tdMuch of what had already been started semi-
legally in Vilnius and had then been formulated apstematised in the tadtatutes
was, however, set in motion here and realised paih decades later — in Israel or
New York.

On the basis of the central registry that thez.asisociation compiled with the coop-
eration of Vilnelandsmanshaftrabroad, it was assumed in 1947 that approximately
3,500 Jews from Vilnius had survived the Holocad8tper cent of them in the Soviet
interior. Some two-thirds of them were 35 yearsalgounger at war’'s erfl While

the primary aim of former Vilne partisans and crdtufigures was to get Vilne's
cultural assets to safety and to keep communalmdirance alive, for the majority of
the (mostly younger) survivors, the most importdaig was not to remain mired in
the traumatic past, but to shape their own presedfuture.

After the July 1946 pogrom in Kielce, Jews in Pdldegan to flee to the West en
masse. Most of the Vilne Jews ended up in “disglagoersons” camps on German
territory. But unlike, for example, survivors frolkauna$’ the Jews of Vilne did not
engage in any noteworthy cultural activity durifgit time in Germany, nor were
they politically active in any significant way withthe survivor community. The
reasons for this include the late arrival of thén¥iJews; the dispersal of the group
over numerous DP camps in northern Hesse and souBavaria? and the fact that
their main leaders and cultural figures — thos@aasible for the community’s cohe-
sion in Vilnius and £od — had gone to Paris instead of Germany meant dioaing

the DP period.

By the end of the 1940s, the majority of Vilne Jdvesl emigrated to Israel and the
United States (approximately 1,200 people each)etsettled in Canada, Central
and South America, South Africa, and Australia.efvfremained in Vilnius or Po-
land® While Vilne landsmanshaftrhad existed in the United States and Palestine
since before the Second World War, during the 198@sVilne survivors set up new

5 Leyzer Ran, “Di sheyres-hapleyte fun Vilne un umge®amerkungen tsu der ershter res-
hime”, in Ran and KoriskyBleter vegn Vilngpp. 75-77. For the data, see the appendix “Re-
shime fun lebngeblibene yidn fun Vilne un umgegntibid. The survivors from Vilne are
listed on pp. 1-27, those from the surrounding,gppa28-36. The census period ran from
May 1946 to September 1946. A supplementary listashes registered between September
1946 and June 1947 can be found on p. 37. Listizong the names of survivors living in
other countries are on pp. 38—-41. In addition ®riame, age, place of birth, and informa-
tion on surviving family members, the lists inclugiecupation, former address in Vilne, and
location during the war. As a result, we today haveomprehensive overview of the social
structure of the Vilne Jews in Poland between 1246 1947.

* For more on this, see the contribution by Tamagaihsky, “Kultur in Transit. Osteuropéi-

sche-judische Displaced Personstipulse fir Europa. Tradition und Moderne der Juden

Osteuropag= OSTEUROPA8—-10/2008], pp. 265-278.

Relatively few Vilne Jews were to be found among #lewish DPs on German territory

immediately after the war, as the Nazis had muri#ire vast majority of them in 1941.

Archiv Bet Lohahei Hagetaot, file 2,899, CaitwiagliReszime fun Wilner in Dajczland (1947).

* These figures are based on the estimates of myviatv partners, the statistics of several
Vilne landsmanshaftrand the Meed Holocaust Survivor Registry at théddinStates Holo-
caust Memorial Museum, Washington. After the secBodiet-Polish repatriation treaty,
1,000-2,000 more Vilne Jews who had been depaootéitetinterior of Soviet Union in prior
to the German invasion managed to immigrate teelsrea Poland in 1956—-1957. At most,
5,000-5,500 Vilne Jews can be assumed to havevsdrtie Holocaust.
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ones in both places, as well as in all other coemtvhere they settled. For decades,
they engaged in communal memorial work, somethireg temained forbidden in
Soviet Vilnius until 1990-1991. This resulted in el exhibitions, numerous publi-
cations, and countless events dedicated to this digwvish history.

In the United States, the YIVO Institute for JewiRdsearch, which had been founded
in Vilne in 1925 and transferred to New York in 094ecame the main point of
contact for survivors from Vilne. The first officicommemoration askorg in
memory of the liquidation of the Vilna ghetto in4®was held by a small group at
YIVO on 22 September 1947. YIVO Director Max Weiicteopened the event with
the following words: “Today’s meeting should be liaegathering of children, meet-
ing on the anniversary of the deatfoitsayt of their mother ... This evening, the
closest family has come togethér.”

Despite the mourning, it was also important to Wedth to show continuity. He
pointed out that YIVO was a “Vilne institution thiahs put down roots in New York
and has remained a Vilne institutio'Weinreich went on to say that the YIVO ar-
chive already contained more material on Vilne tthrse who had been in the ghetto
could ever have imagined. He urged all those ptasdet his colleagues record their
memories of the time before and during the warcaaiéd on the survivors to vow to
“do his or her utmost... to build Vilne anew thrbiegt the world

YIVO became not only the most important repositofithose fragments of the Vilne
lifeworld that had been rescued from destructiod ahevidence from the German
occupation; with its Yiddishist agenda, YIVO embat]i like no other institution, the
cultural milieu in which the Jews of Vilne feltladme. In 1953, the cultural association
Nusach Vilne was founded on the tenth anniversérih® liquidation of the Vilna
ghetto. Its memorial activities and projects rentairthis day closely connected with
YIVO. Here, the three-volume photo alburhe Jerursalem of Lithuania: lllustrated
and Documente(Yerushalayim deLita in vort un bjlthy Leyzer Ran deserves special
mention. It was published in 1974 in response 18%8 architectural history of Vilnius
that failed to say a single word about the citgwi3h dimensiof In addition to run-
ning photographs from the YIVO Archive, Ran pailstgly collected private photo-
graphs from more than 260 Vilne Jews from Argentiastralia, Brazil, Great Britain,
Holland, Israel, Canada, Cuba, Lithuania, MexiadaRd, South Africa, Uruguay, and
the United States and combined them in a multiéateisual history of Jewish Vilrré.
Even if the efforts of Nusach Vilne to install arp@nent exhibition at YIVO failed in
the 1950s, the association’s members were venhiegian the large exhibition “Vilna.
A Jewish Community in Times of Glory and in Time oéddruction”, which YIVO

2 Yortsayt denotes the first anniversary of a bubalt in subsequent years is observed not on
the date of burial, but on the date of death (atiogrto the Jewish calendar). After the
Holocaust, this rite was often transposed onto whloimmunities. For Weinreich’s speech,
see YIVO Archives, RG 123, Friends of Vilna Collectj box 23, folder 10, folio 1 “Ovnt
tsum yortsayt fun Vilner geto” (22 September 194pgech by Max Weinreich, manuscript.

2 bid., p. 2.

2 |bid., p. 6.

%], Grigiert and A. Berman, eds/jlnius: Achitekgra iki XX amZiaus pradzig®ilnius 1953).

2 Leyzer RanYerushalayim deLite. llustrirt un dokumentitt-3 (New York 1974); Anna Lipp-
hardt, “The Post-Holocaust Reconstruction of Viltlee Most Yiddish City in the World’ in
New York, Israel and Vilnius’Ab Imperig 4 (2004), pp. 167—-192, here pp. 175-178.
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hosted in the spring of 1960. While Nusach Vilnentven to work with the Vilne
landsmanshaft in Israel to create a permanent iidnikat the Ghetto Fighters Kib-
butz, the association in New York succeeded interga modest exhibition at the
YIVO offices only in 2002. Before Nusach Vilne afifally disbanded in the summer
of 2004, it arranged for an Annual Nusach Vilne Meial Lecture to be held at
YIVO every year on 23 September to commemoratdithigdation of the ghetto —
even beyond the point when there are no longeNéng Jews alive.

In Israel, by contrast, long-term planned memopiadjects began only in the mid-
1960s. Before that, personal and financial resauveere used above all to integrate
the Vilne Jews into their new homeland. In 1968hdtk Zuckerman, a Vilne native
and one of the leaders of the Warsaw Ghetto Ugyigncouraged the museum at the
Ghetto Fighter’s Kibbutz to add a permanent etiobion Jewish Vilne as the spiri-
tual centre of the Diaspora. To this end, the Vinenmunity outside of Israel was to
be mobilised. That same year, the Vilna MemorialF@ommittees that had been
created by Nusach Vilne in New York and its coupdetr in Israel Ifgud Yotse Vil-
nah ve-Hasvivahbegan raising money, planning content, and aicguinbjects for
the exhibition. In the course of preparations, ¢heere repeated conflicts over the
direction content was taking, which were usuallgrkpd by differing assessments of
the Diaspora experience. But on 3 September 18é2%th anniversary of the liqui-
dation of the Vilna ghetto (which is observed irald according to the Jewish calen-
dar), the exhibition was opened in a ceremony dédrby several thousand people,
including high-ranking Israeli politiciarts.Until the start of renovation work at the
museum in late 2005, the exhibition was visitedvgyre than 10,000 people per year,
including Israeli school groups, members of youthanisations, and army recruits.
Vilne does not appear in the museum’s new concept.

Vilne-related memorial and cultural activities ieWM York were of a high quality, but
were accessible to only a small group due to thmst exclusive use of Yiddish. The
Vilne community in Israel, by contrast, managedctommunicate better with the
younger generation through bilingual projects. 968, the local association of Vilne
Jews in Haifa noted:

The most important issue ... that our association dealt with in all its
years is the question of how to perpetuate rememsbraf our Yerusha-
layim deLita. We have discussed the issue in cosmtiessions, and eventu-
ally came to the conclusion that the very firshthive had to do was to find
a way to our young people, in order to instil iertha love for all the values
that were cultivated by the Vilne Jews over thersewf generatior?s.

The aim of instilling in younger Israelis a love filve values of a Diaspora commu-
nity (let alonethe Diaspora community that bore such honorary tite¥erushalayim
delLita goles-YerushalayinJerusalem of the Diaspora], aktbynshtot fun Yidish-
land [capital of Yiddishland]) stood in stark contraetthe basic understanding of

% For more on this see Lipphardt, “The Post-Holot&exonstruction of Vilne”, pp. 178-187;
idem, “Dos amolike yidishe geto. Blick auf das jiotie Viertel in Vilne”,Simon Dubnow
Jahrbuch4 (2005), pp. 481-505, here pp. 499-501.

% “Der farband fun Vilner in Haifa”, ivilner Pinkas 1 (July—August 1968), p. 32.
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Zionism and Israeli national doctrine, which deptbrhe Diaspora as worthless,
corrupt, feeble, and cowardly. However, the 19&il of Adolf Eichmann — the logis-
tical organiser of the Holocaust — had brought &laoohange in public attitudes to-
wards the Holocaust, which ultimately also had fiaceé on the treatment of Jewish
history in prewar Eastern Europe.

In the late 1960s, an “adoption” programme for ystd Jewish communities was
launched at kibbutz and public schools. The Vieslwere very proud of the fact that
13 schools opted for their city. Vilne was at tbp of the list of adopted citiésAt the
Lazarow School in the coastal town Hadera, theeptojvas led by a schoolteacher
named Zipora Abtilion. As a child, she had survited Vilna ghetto with her mother.
After liberation, she had decided to start oveiiraffam scratch and to forget the years
of humiliation and persecution. At first, she dit find it easy to talk to the children:

| was scared to go back. | thought perhaps somebumtg objective should
tell them. | was afraid that | would arouse witlire children sympathy for
me, their teacher, instead of understanding. Armvafall, | did not want to
hurt thene®

For eight weeks, the entire school day of gradeas fscused on the Vilne project. In
class, the history of the Jewish community in Vilmas covered, from its beginnings,
to its destruction. There were also working growpich pupils organised on their
own: One group collected material on Vilne; othprepared an exhibition, learned
about Rabbi Eliyahu ben Shlomo Zalman, best knowth@saon of Vilna, or asked
survivors about their recollections. One pupil wratsong of mourning about Ponary,
where the Nazis murdered most of the Jewish pdpualaf Vilne. The project culmi-
nated in a commemoration ceremony, at which thélgsgned a declaration stating
that it was their sacred duty to preserve the mgrablyerushalayim deLita. A com-
memorative plaque was put up in the school librémyan article about the project,
Yiddish writer and Vilne native Abraham Karpinowitswrote:

It is made of tin with letters painted in black. Wver, the light that ema-
nates from it cannot be found at any other memaeian if it is hewn from
marble and adorned with bronze lettering. Twelved &mrteen-year-old
children have put up this tombstotie.

The tightly knit international network of Vilne suvors spanned five continents. It
received considerable support from the active Vidmelsmanshaftin New York and
Israel as well as family ties. It even included s compatriots who remained in So-
viet Vilnius. However, for a long time, only famitlyisits to Vilnius were allowed. For
Israelis, even these were prohibited, because ¢hé&tSUnion had broken off diplo-
matic relations after the Six Day War (1967). Aroani tourists usually got to see Vil-
nius only as part of officidhturist city tours. These were mostly very oppressive. Meet
ings with Jewish friends and relatives in Sovielnkis were arranged under extreme

Z |bid.; Leybl Korski, “Shuln in Yisroel fareybikn &tusholayim deLita”, inVilner Pinkas
3(1969), p. 42.

% Quoted from Abraham Karpinovitch, “Di Viliye shird durkh Hadera”, iVilner Pinkas
4 (February 1970), pp. 4041, here p. 40.

% |bid., p. 41.



Forgotten Memory 197

caution. A number of these family visits servedeotands. For example, research for
the aforementioned Vilne exhibition in Israel and Josh Waletzky’'s documentary film
Partisans of Vilng1985) was carried out under the guise of sucbomet trips?®

With the advent of Perestroika, but primarily aftéth the restoration of Lithuanian
independence, hundreds of Vilne Jews returned ¢o #id hometown for a visit.
They wanted to use their last chance, before tiageliecame too arduous for them.
They frequently took along their children and grdiilditen. Although the former
Vilne Jews had maintained a great emotional attaciirto their hometown over all
those years and across vast distances, directatomith the city proved extremely
difficult. In the meantime, 80 per cent of the plgpion was made up of ethnic
Lithuanians who had moved to Vilnius after the wagstly from the provinces. For
them, Vilnius was the historical capital of LithuaniThey had no idea of the city’s
prewar Polish-Jewish character, nor did the cibgsv Lithuanian and former Jewish
inhabitants share a common language. Their fornoéisiPneighbours had likewise
left the city after the war.

With few exceptions, the Vilnius Jewish communithich was officially re-founded
in 1991, consisted of people who had moved thees Hfe Second World War. Thus,
the city’s current and former Jewish inhabitantd ha immediate common past to
connect them. Furthermore, there were disagreenosetsrelations with the Lithua-
nian state as well as substantial conflicts ofrage pertaining to tangible issues of
cultural policy.

One especially tense conflict concerned the paliteand legal tug-of-war over several
cubic metres of YIVO material that had been pregllost. During the Stalinist persecu-
tion, these had been hidden by Antanas Ulpis, director of theBook PalacgKnygy
Rizmai), so as to keep them out of the hands of the ceriBbey were re-discovered only
at the end of the 1980s. A basic question now aké® was the legal heir of this cul-
tural treasure? YIVO in New York or the Jewish commity in Vilnius? YIVO, which
was supported by the Vildandsmanshaftrsaw itself as the legal successor of the Vilne
YIVO, a position that corresponds to internatideghl practice.

By contrast, Jewish Vilnius was divided. Since Beogka, great efforts had been made
to re-discover, highlight, and integrate Lithuasidewish past. A number of eminent
Jewish intellectuals of the older generation groug®und the renowned writer Grigorii
Kanovich, then the head of the Jewish communitglpesed the transfer to New York.
This contradicted the interests of the newly fouhd&ate Jewish Museum under
Emanuel Zingeris. The museum its main tasks tadfeclcollecting Lithuania’s Jewish
cultural heritage, which had been expropriatedtaken away, and making it accessible
to the public in the form of a centre for Lithuamidewish studies.

Lithuanian archive directors and politicians alsddrnly discovered that the coun-
try’s Jewish cultural heritage was an integral pdrt.ithuanian culture. They were
unwilling to let these materials go to the Unitedt&s too easily — or at least not too
cheaply. One high-ranking Lithuanian politician ewesked whether it was not time
to bring YIVO back to Vilnius now that Lithuania wasace again an independent and
democratic country.

% Author’s interview with Josh Waletzky, Camp Yidiglokh (Berkshire Hills, NY, 28 August
2001). The film “Partisans of Vilna. Documentardirector Josh Waletzky, producer Aviva
Kempner (New York 1986), is available on DVD.
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These interest groups repeatedly prevented thécediiin of signed contracts secur-
ing the transfer of the materials to New York, pdirvg for their microfilming, and
offering a complete set of microfilms and extendiehnical support to the Lithua-
nian archival systef.Only in 1995 was an agreement signed and implezde@ver
the next four years, all of the documents were semiew York, where they were
restored by experts and microfilmed. The originadéserthen sent back to Vilnius.

Closing Remarks

One of the most inaccurate conclusions drawn atheugffects of the Holocaust is that
survivors kept quiet about their past for decadég example of Vilne’'s Jews shows
that survivors were only too willing to speak. Bart a long time nobody was interested
in what they had to say. The Vilne Jews are jugt ohhundreds ofandsmanshaftn
scattered across the globe, even if one of the prnoductive ones.

The small window of time left in Eastern Europe #&sking questions, talking, and
listening, for exchange between Jews and non-Jegsing to close in the near future:
Now, when it is finally once again possible in EastEurope to learn more about the
Jewish past, and when there is a sincere willirgimemany places to do so, the lives of
the last survivors are coming to an end. What resnaf the Jewish past, alongside the
authentic places of remembrance in Eastern Euraggethe thousands of personal
memoirs and survivor accounts that have been cethpil the past decades, numerous
exhibitions, memorial books, documents, and catiest which the Jewistandsman-
shaftnused to keep alive the memory of their home conitiesn

Researchers who look for information beyond whatviilable in Eastern Europe and
instead set out in search of these fragments, vehielstrewn around the world in ump-
teen languages, will find not only valuable soumtaterial for the study of East Euro-
pean Jewish history. Those who make the effortfimidl a complex and often contra-
dictory picture of East European Jewry that haklitt common with the image re-
flected in the smooth, polished surfaces of natidt@locaust memorials and com-
memoration ceremonies. They will also find somejhetse that often gets lost in the
contemporary, often depressing debates that suirthis difficult chapter of shared
history: an idea of just how much these peopledafeir East European hometowns
and villages — despite everything.

Translated by Mark Belcher. Berlin

® This information is based on a series of intergemith the former YIVO Director Sam
Norich, who led the negotiations until 1992 (15 Mmber 2002) and his successor Carl
Rheins, who brought them to a conclusion (23 Majur2e, 11 June 2003) as well as numer-
ous informal conversations the author had in V#niwhile working in Emanuel Zingeris's
parliamentary office from 1993 to 1994 and at tewidh Museum. See also Zachary Baker,
Pearl Berger, Herbert Zafre¥ilnius Judaica. Still Portrait — Dynamic RealitReport of the
CARLJS Delegation on its survey of ‘Judaica’ in Witn(19-26 March 1997), pp. 10-11,
and Marek Web, “Lithuania Reluctant to Allow Micriofiing of Jewish Documents”, in
Avotayny VIII, 4 (1992), pp. 3-6.



