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Abstract

This study argues for the importance of World War I in the history of Jewish
life in Russia and Eastern Europe through an analysis of Jewish politics, society, and
culture in the city of Vilna/Vilnius from 1914 to 1918. The First World War is a
subject that has received only minimal attention in the historiography of East
European Jewry. The war brought vast disruption to Vilna, ushering in a period of
immense suffering as thousands of Jews died of starvation and disease. At the same
time, after over a century and a quarter of Russian rule, the city fell under the control
of a German military regime that both ruthlessly exploited the local population and
granted it freedoms of expression, association, and education that had been unheard of
under the Tsars, even guaranteeing equal rights to Jews and non-Jews. While the
material deprivations of war tore asunder the fabric of Jewish society, sweeping away
established practice and institutions, a new generation of modernizing, nationalist
intellectuals and activists came to power within Vilna‟s Jewish community. They took
advantage of both newfound freedoms and the collapse of old social structures to
found new institutions and to recreate Jewish politics and civil society on the basis of
secular nationalism. The war years served as a proving ground on which they could
test the new ideas about Jewish society and politics that had been gestating in Jewish
minds, journals, and salons during the previous half-century. The trends that emerged
during the war laid the foundations for Jewish life in Vilna in the two decades between
the World Wars.

Chapter 1, “Leadership,” discusses the revolution that occurred in Jewish
communal politics during the war. It shows how a group of community activists
moved from the margins of political life to its center, and used the war as an
opportunity to reform communal government. Despite strict restrictions on political
activity, these leaders were nonetheless able to achieve de facto Jewish autonomy
under German rule. This chapter also addresses the protracted struggle of the Jewish
government with German authorities over forced labor and collective taxation.
Chapter 2, “Community and Culture,” deals with the flourishing of Jewish
civil society during the war years. It examines the demise of traditional religious
associations and the simultaneous expansion of new economic, social, and cultural
institutions. It also addressed the role these new organizational structures played in the
new Jewish communal politics. Chapter 3, “Education and Cultural Politics,”
describes the explosion of new Jewish educational institutions under the German
occupation. The proliferation of new schools in turn led to a fierce struggle over their
content and curricula, which became a battle-ground for various Jewish political
ideologies.
Chapter 4, “Memory,” discusses the perception of World War I during the war
itself; Vilna Jewry‟s attempts to record the history of the war while it was still ongoing
and immediately after it ended; and the legacy of these commemorative projects. It is
my contention that contemporary perceptions of the war‟s importance shaped the
actions of communal leaders discussed in previous chapters and thus Vilna‟s wartime
trajectory itself. This chapter concludes by showing how the attempts of Vilna‟s
Jewish intelligentsia to create a historical record of their wartime experiences and
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achievements served as a template for an entire genre of commemorative works that
appeared in subsequent decades.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE
As is true with most works about Eastern Europe (and many other parts of the
world), issues of transliteration, spelling of names of places and people, and dates
cause problems for the author that cannot be solved easily. These problems are
aggravated by the fact that official languages and calendars changed during the war
itself in the period in question. As a rule, I have followed the Library of Congress
systems for transliterating Hebrew (eliminating diacritics), Yiddish, and Russian. For
titles and quotations in Yiddish, I have transliterated according to the spellings used in
the original texts, rather than according to contemporary standard spellings. For the
names of individuals who had reason to employ the Roman alphabet, I have generally
followed the spelling they themselves preferred. I have also taken account individuals‟
own language of choice and the spellings employed by the recently released YIVO
Encyclopedia of Jews in Eastern Europe.
For place names, I have employed whatever spelling was standard on August
1, 1914, except for places with a widely recognized Anglicized name (e.g., Warsaw
rather than Warszawa). This dissertation is about a city now known as Vilnius,
officially known by its Russian name Vil‟na in 1914. Its Polish residents knew it as
Wilno, Germans officially called in Wilna for most of the war, and Jews referred to it
as Vilne (in Yiddish) or Vilna (in Hebrew). Since this work is about Vilna‟s Jewish
community, I have chose the familiar spelling Vilna, which closely approximates
Jews‟ preferred name for their city.
When World War I began, Russia used the Julian Calendar, which was thirteen
days behind the Gregorian Calendar used in the West. Here I have used the Julian
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Calendar for dates prior to Germany‟s conquest of Vilna on September 5/18, 1915 and
the Gregorian Calendar for subsequent dates, in keeping with the practice of Vilna‟s
residents themselves. When there is any need for clarification, I have inserted the
abbreviation “o.s.” (old style) and “n.s.” (new style) in parentheses following the date
in question or simply provided both dates separated by a slash, with the Julian date
preceding the Gregorian date.

x

INTRODUCTION
World War I was both a traumatic and transformative event for the Jewish
community of Vilna. The war brought vast disruption to the city, ushering in a period
of immense suffering as thousands of Jews died of starvation and disease. Most those
who survived did so thanks to meager rations distributed by soup kitchens. After over
a century and a quarter of Russian rule, Vilna fell under the control of a German
military regime that both ruthlessly exploited the local population and granted it
freedoms of expression, association, and education that had been unheard of under the
Tsars, even guaranteeing equal rights to Jews and non-Jews. While the material
deprivations of war tore asunder the fabric of Jewish society, sweeping away
established practice and institutions, a new generation of modernizing, nationalist
intellectuals and activists came to power within Vilna‟s Jewish community. They took
advantage of both newfound freedoms and the collapse of old social structures to
found new institutions and to recreate Jewish politics and civil society on the basis of
secular nationalism. The war years served as a proving ground on which they could
test the new ideas about Jewish society and politics that had been gestating in Jewish
minds, journals, and salons during the previous half-century. The trends that emerged
during the war laid the foundations for Jewish life in Vilna in the two decades between
the World Wars.
Russian Jewry as a whole also underwent a complete metamorphosis during
World War I. 1 Approximately half a million Jews fought in the Russian military
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The term Russian Jewry in this context is itself highly problematic. From 1795 to 1915, Vilna was part
of the Russian Empire. Its Jews, along with a large portion of the Jews of the Russian Empire, lived in
an ethnically mixed region where ethnic Russians were a minority. On the eve of World War I, Russian
culture predominated in this region and its Jews considered themselves Russian Jews. For much of
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during the course of the war, more than half of whom did so as volunteers. Yet the
Tsar‟s Army expelled some 250,000 Jewish civilians from their homes, convinced
(without any evidence) that they were engaged in wholesale espionage. In addition,
retreating Russian troops beat, raped, and murdered countless numbers of Jews.
Hundreds of thousands of Jews also fled their homes voluntarily, usually unable to
take their property with them, or to find the means to secure a livelihood in their
places of refuge. Those who stayed in their homes suffered from a general economic
crisis that reduced a large portion of Russian Jewry to crippling penury.
Paradoxically, it was during this time of heightened antisemitism that the
Tsarist government abolished the laws restricting the Jewish population to the Pale of
Settlement – the symbol of Jewish inequality in Russia. Even more astonishingly,
Jewish theater, the Jewish press, and Jewish schooling all made major advances of
which their proponents had only dreamed in previous decades. The established Jewish
communal leadership also lost much of its monopoly on power, forced to collaborate
with activists who had very different ideas about Jewish politics. All these
developments took place prior to the 1917 Russian Revolution, which had a host of
further repercussions for those Jews who remained under Russian rule.
For European Jewry as a whole, the war also brought enormous change.
Notably, Jews did not experience the First World War as a single people fighting on
one side or the other, nor did they share the experience of the stateless peoples of
Central and Eastern Europe who emerged from the Great War with lands of their own.
World War I, however, Vilna‟s Jews lived under German military occupation. In 1920, Vilna came
under Polish control, and remained so until 1939. Nonetheless, many of its Jews, especially of the older
generation, felt a greater affinity for Russian than Polish culture. Thus, for the time period under
consideration, it is best to consider the Jews of Vilna as part of Russian Jewry, and the term will be used
to refer to all the Jews of Russia defined by its 1914 boundaries, unless otherwise specified.
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Czechs and Slovaks, for instance, fought in the Austro-Hungarian Army as subjects of
Emperor Franz Joseph, but emerged from the war with their own state of
Czechoslovakia. Poles, who began the war with their territory divided among three
combatant countries, and, like Jews, fought in the militaries of all three countries,
ended the war with an independent, unified Poland. Both Czechs and Poles also
formed their own military units at different points of the war, sometimes pursuing
their own national goals. European armies did not, however, consider organizing
Jewish units, with the exception of a small detachment of Zionist mule-drivers that
brought supplies to British troops during the failed Gallipoli offensive.
Like these other stateless peoples, however, Jews experienced significant
political developments over the course of the war. World leaders courted Jewish
public opinion across national boundaries in a way that had few parallels either before
or since. Representatives of Jewish communal organizations in both Germany and
Great Britain tried to take advantage of this newfound attention – with some success –
to influence their countries‟ foreign policies, even conducting a sort of Jewish
diplomacy.2 These efforts culminated in the presence of multiple Jewish delegates at
the Paris Peace Conference. They also contributed to British Foreign Secretary Arthur
Balfour‟s commitment to the creation of a Jewish national home in Palestine. While
for many Jews, the Balfour declaration constituted little more than a vague or even
irrelevant promise, it gave many others a newfound enthusiasm for the Zionist cause.
A variety of other motifs link the wartime experiences of different Jewish
communities. Jews in many places developed new forms of communal organization,
2

See, e.g., Mark Levene, War, Jews, and the New Europe: The Diplomacy of Lucien Wolf 1914-1919
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992); Zosa Szajkowski “The Komitee für den Osten and Zionism.”
Herzl Year Book 7 (1971): 199-239.
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often connected to relief work, or saw expanded roles for those already in existence. 3
Jews also had new experiences of integration, serving en masse in militaries and
sometimes earning medals and distinctions. On the other hand, many other Jews,
especially in Eastern and Central Europe, faced growing, or more open, antisemitism
and consequently experienced greater disillusionment with prospects of integration. 4
When the war ended, Jews in Eastern Europe found themselves living in new
states that had not existed before the war, with changed legal and political statuses,
sometimes in situations that forced them to rethink their identities. Loyal Germanspeaking Jewish subjects of the Habsburg Empire had suddenly become Czechoslovak
Jews (a designation that did not exist before the war), or perhaps Czech Jews; many
Hungarian Jews became Slovakian or Romanian Jews; Russian Jews became Polish or
Soviet Jews – to name only a few examples.
Despite its powerful and multitudinous repercussions, the First World War
occupies a surprisingly small place in existing Jewish historiography. This dissertation
seeks to shed light on the Russian Jewish experience of World War I by focusing on
the Jews of the city of Vilnius, now capital of Lithuania. When the war began, this city
was located in the northwestern region of the Russian Empire. East European Jews
3

See Marsha L. Rozenblit, Reconstructing National Identity: The Jews of Habsburg Austria during
World War I (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001); Steven J. Zipperstein, “The Politics of Relief:
The Transformation of Russian Jewish Communal Life during the First World War,” in Jonathan
Frankel, ed., Studies in Contemporary Jewry, vol. 4, Jews in the European Crisis, 1914-1921 (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1988), 22-40; Zosa Szajkowski, “Concord and Discord in Jewish
Overseas Relief,” YIVO Annual, 14 (1969): 99-158.
4
Simon Dubnov, Istoriia evreiskago soldata: ispoved‟ odnogo iz mnogikh (Petrograd: Izdatel‟stvo
“Razum,” 1918); S. An-sky, Der yudisher khurbn fun Poylen, Galitsye un Bukovina, fun tog-bukh
1914-1917, in Gezamelte shriftn, vols. 4-6 (Vilna: Ferlag “An-ski,” 1920-1925); Avigdor Hameiri, haShiga„on ha-gadol (Tel Aviv: Joseph Sreberk, 1929); David Engel, Organized Jewish Responses to
German Antisemitism during the First World War (PhD diss., University of California, Los Angeles,
1979); Wolfgang Michalka, "Zwischen Patriotismus und Judenzählung: Juden und Militär während des
Ersten Weltkrieges,” in Judenemanzipation und Antisemitismus in Deutschland im 19. und 20.
Jahrhundert: ein Tagungsband, ed. Wolfgang Michalka and Martin Vogt (Eggingen: Edition Isele,
2003), 105-15 .
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saw Vilna – as they called it – as one of the great centers of their civilization, its name
inextricably linked to that of the eighteenth-century Rabbi Elijah ben Solomon, known
as the Vilna Gaon (Vilna Talmudic Genius). In part because of the association with the
Gaon, in part because of the numerous rabbis who made their home in the city, Vilna
became synonymous with high-level Talmudic scholarship. It was also a leading city
of the nineteenth-century haskalah (Jewish enlightenment) in Russia and the Hebrew
literary renaissance that grew out of it. Jewish socialism too claimed Vilna as its
birthplace. Before the war, Vilna was a major center of Yiddish publishing, and many
considered Vilna the capital of the Yiddish language, even though it was not until after
the war that it emerged as both a center of Yiddish-language modernist literature as
well as of Yiddish-language scholarship. In short, the various ideological and
intellectual currents of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Russian Jewry all
swirled around Vilna.
Until now, only a single monograph (on the Jews of Lublin) exists exploring
the wartime trajectory of the Jewish community of a single East European city. 5 By
examining one particular city, especially a city so much at the heart of Russian Jewish
life, it is possible to see in detail the myriad effects of the war on Jewish political,
social, and cultural life. The experience of Vilna‟s Jews can serve to illustrate some of
the salient trends that emerged among Russian Jewry as a whole during this turbulent
period. The fact that the city played a key role in all of Russian Jewry‟s major
ideologies allows for a broad discussion of modern Jewish politics. Furthermore, Vilna
was home to a cohort of activists, communal leaders, and publicists who seized upon
opportunities presented by the war to attempt to remake Jewish society; it was also
5

Konrad Zieliński, Żydzi lubelszczyzny, 1914-1918 (Lublin: Lubelskie Towarzystwo Naukowe, 1999).
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home to a public willing to follow them. The city‟s prestige within Russian Jewry also
meant that whatever it did set an important example for other communities. Finally, its
residents created a rich body of sources that remain extant, making historical
investigation possible.
Specific aspects of Vilna‟s wartime history also make it a useful object of
study. Under German military occupation from 1915-18, it had a very different fate,
for instance, than Kovno (where the Russian Army expelled the majority of the Jewish
population in 1915), Warsaw (which was under German civilian rule from 1915-18),
Lublin (which was under Austrian occupation), or Minsk (which was under Russian,
then Soviet, rule until March 1918 and subsequently under German rule from March
until December). Unlike many other communities, Vilna did not experience wholesale
expulsion of Jews, thus it is possible to study Jewish Vilna in situ. On the other hand,
these expulsions and mass population movements affected Jewish Vilna in several
ways, thus connecting Vilna to a defining aspect of Russian Jewish wartime history.
World War I and Jewish Historiography
Only during the past two decades has World War I begun to receive serious
attention from scholars of Jewish history. A series of monographs now cover some of
the Jewish communities of Western and Central Europe: Philippe Landau‟s study of
French Jewry during the war, Marsha Rozenblit‟s study of Austrian Jewry, and David
Rechter‟s study of the Jews of Vienna, among others. 6 An even smaller number of

6

Philippe E. Landau,
, 1914-1941
(Paris : CNRS Éditions, 1999); Rozenblit, Reconstructing National Identity; David Rechter, The Jews
of Vienna and the First World War (Portland, OR: The Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, 2001).
See also Joseph Rappaport, Hands across the Sea: Jewish Immigrants and World War I (New York:
Hamilton Books, 2005); David Cesarani, “An Embattled Minority: The Jews of Britain during the First
World War” in The Politics of Marginality: Race, the Radical Right and Minorities in Twentieth
Century Britain, T. Kushner and K. Lunn, eds. (Savage, MD: F. Cass, 1990), 61-81; Levene, War, Jews,
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works have appeared concerning East European Jewry during this period. These
include Semion Goldin‟s work on the Tsarist military‟s treatment of Jews and
Alexander Prusin‟s book on East Galician Jewry. 7 Both authors fill major gaps in the
historiography, but have focused primarily on state policy toward Jewish populations.
Konrad Zieliński‟s study of the Jews of Lublin and the surrounding area during the
war gives more attention to Jewish cultural and political developments, although much
of the work focuses on Jews‟ relations with their Polish neighbors. 8 Beyond these
works, the historiography consists largely of scattered articles and chapters on various
subjects.
Two other studies, predating the body of work mentioned above, have pointed
to the importance of World War I relief work – a response to the wartime
humanitarian crisis – in the development of modern Jewish politics. Ezra Mendelsohn,
in the first chapter of Zionism in Poland: The Formative Years, argues that Polish
Zionism emerged as a political force in Poland largely because of the involvement of
Zionist leaders in relief organizations. 9 Similarly, Steven Zipperstein, in his essay
“The Politics of Relief: The Transformation of Russian Jewish Communal Life during
the First World War,” argues that a similar process took place in Russia, whereby
and the New Europe. For a general treatment of the impact of the war on European Jewry, see Jonathan
Frankel, “The Paradoxical Politics of Marginality: Thoughts on the Jewish Situation During the Years
1914-21,” in Studies in Contemporary Jewry 4:3-21.
7
Semion Goldin, Russkoe evreistvo pod kontrolem tsarskikh voennykh vlastei v gody Pervoi mirovoi
voiny (PhD diss., Hebrew University, 2005); idem, “Russkoe komandovanie i evrei vo vremia pervoi
mirovoi voiny: prichiny formirovaniia negativnogo stereotipa,” in Mirovoi krizis 1914-1920 godov i
sud‟ba vostochnoevropeiskogo evreistva, ed. O. V. Budnitskii et al. (Moscow: Rosspen, 2005), 29-46;
idem, “Deportation of Jews by the Russian Military Command, 1914-1915,” Jews in Eastern Europe 1,
no. 41 (2000): 40-72; Alexander Victor Prusin, Nationalizing a Borderland: War, Ethnicity, and antiJewish Violence in East Galicia, 1914-1920 (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 2005). See also
Eric Lohr, Nationalizing the Russian Empire: The Campaign Against Enemy Aliens during World War
I (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2003).
8
Zieliński, Żydzi lubelszczyzny.
9
Ezra Mendelsohn, Zionism in Poland: The Formative Years, 1915-1926 (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1981), 37-87.
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wealthy Jewish magnates who had dominated Jewish communal politics before the
war began to cooperate with devotees of radical Jewish ideologies in their
humanitarian efforts. 10 This dissertation will build upon these observations in its
discussion of wartime Jewish politics, showing how such developments played out on
a local level. It will also go beyond politics to address wartime social and cultural
developments and their lasting impact on Jewish life in Vilna.
With the exception of the aforementioned works, very little secondary
literature exists on East European Jewry and World War I. 11 No small number of
books and scholarly articles mention its importance, usually in introductory sections,
but very few works focus on the war per se. In the 1920s and 1930s, several historians
recognized the war as an important topic, and assumed that the field of Jewish history
would eventually incorporate it. 12 After World War II, however, the topic ceased to be
a major subject of interest for Jewish historians, and for the rest of the twentieth
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Zipperstein, “Politics of Relief.”
Some of the more recent works that stand out are: Jürgen Matthäus, “German Judenpolitik in
Lithuania during the First World War,” Leo Baeck Institute Yearbook 43 (1998): 155-74; Frank
Schuster, Zwischen allen Fronten: Osteuropäische Juden während des Ersten Weltkrieges (1914-1919)
(Köln: Böhlau, 2004); Marcos Silber, “The Development of a Joint Political Program for the Jews of
Poland during World War I: Success and Failure,” Jewish History 19, no. 2 (2005): 211-26; idem,
“Reshuyot germaniyot, reshuyot polaniyot ve-tiknun ha-kehilah ha-yehudit ba-milhemet ha-„olam harishonah,” Gal-Ed: On the History & Culture of Polish Jewry 18 (2002): 173-83; Huke behirot be-Polin
ha-kongresa‟it ba-milhemet ha-„olam ha-rishonah ve-yitsug ha-Yehudim be-mosedot ha-nivharim,
Michael: On the History of the Jews in the Diaspora 16 (2004): 143-64. Matthäus, too, focuses mainly
on state policy, drawing primarily on official German archival documents. Schuster‟s account covers a
geographically broad subject matter, drawing on an impressive array of sources, but is somewhat
lacking in depth. Silber, in several articles, including those listed here, has paid more attention to Jewish
communal politics, primarily in Congress Poland, by examining the effects of varying state policies in
different regions.
12
Majer Bałaban wrote numerous reviews in the Polish-Jewish press in the 1920s and 1930s of
memoirs and other publications that could serve as primary sources for a future history or Polish Jewry
during World War I, including several sources used here. See, for instance, his “Wilno podczas wojny,”
Nasz przegląd May 10, 1923: 2 and “Yehude Polin u-milhemet ha-„olam,” ha-Tekufah 14-15 (1922):
754-63. In 1938, Pinchas Tikoczinski, a graduate fellow at the YIVO Institute in Vilna, began writing a
history of East European Jewry during the Great War. Tikoczinksi died in the Holocaust, but some of
his manuscripts, typescripts, and notes relating to this work can be found in YIVO – Vilna Aspirantur
Records, Record Group 1.3, file 3987, YIVO Institute Archives, New York.
11
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century few publications appeared on the subject. 13 In much historiography of Polish
and Russian Jewry, World War I has slipped through the cracks in part due to the
standard periodicization and the resulting arrangement of topics: Jews in Imperial
Russia (1772-1914), Jews in Interwar Poland (1918-1939), and Jews in Soviet Russia
(1917-1991). Many works end with the war‟s beginning or begin after its end. 14
A great deal of recent research on Polish and Russian Jewry during the war
has come from scholars in those countries – in part the product of research topics
forbidden under Communism becoming open for public discussion. Among Polish
historians, much of the focus has been on the subject of Polish-Jewish relations, a
major preoccupation of the historiography that has emerged from Poland over the past
decade.15 This scholarship has also largely centered on the Jews of the Congress
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Prior to 1980, Zosa Szajkowski led the way, having written several excellent articles on East
European Jewry during World War I. See the bibliography for a list. See also Victor Shulman, “In di
yorn fun der Ershter velt-milkhome,” in Di Yidn in Poyln: fun di eltste tsaytn biz der Tsveyter veltmilhome (New York: Komitet far der oysgabe “Di Yidn in Poyln,” 1946), 1:749-890. This attempt at a
comprehensive study covers many issues that have otherwise been widely ignored, but it has inadequate
documentation and no overarching analytical framework. Other older treatments include Mordechai
Altshuler, “Russia and her Jews: The Impact of the 1914 War,” Wiener Library Bulletin 27 (1973-74):
12-16.
14
To name a few examples: Christoph Gassenschmidt, Jewish Liberal Politics in Tsarist Russia, 190014: The Modernization of Russian Jewry (Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire: Macmillan, 1995);
Stephen D. Corrsin, Warsaw before the First World War: Poles and Jews in the Third City of the
Russian Empire, 1880-1914 (Boulder: East European Monographs, 1989); Yirael Gutman et al., eds.,
The Jews of Poland between Two World Wars (Hanover: University Press of New England, 1989). The
subtitles speak for themselves.
15
See in particular the work of Konrad Zieliński and Piotr Wróbel. (See the bibliography.) Wróbel in
fact notes the tendency to focus on Congress Poland in existing historiography of this period. See
“Wielka roszada. Syoniści warszawscy pomiędzy Niemcami a Rosją w czasie pierwsiej wojny
światowej,” in Żydzi Warszawy: materiały konferencji w 100. rocznicę urodzin Emanuela Ringelbluma
(21 listopada 1900 - 7 marca 1944), ed. Eleonora Bergman and Olga Zienkiewicz (Warsaw: Żydowski
Instytut Historyczny, 2000), 159. Another pertinent is Joanna Beata Michlic, Poland‟s Threatening
Other: The Image of the Jew from 1880 to the Present (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2006.
Michlic does not ignore the war completely, but skips from 1914 to the events of its final months (pp.
67-75 and 109-12).
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Kingdom,16 especially Warsaw, at the expense of Poland‟s eastern borderlands (in
which Vilna is located) – again in keeping with overall trends in Polish historiography.
Russian-language historiography, on the other hand, has tended to view World
War I as part of a “continuum of crisis” (to borrow Peter Holquist‟s phrase) beginning
in 1914 and continuing through the Revolution and Civil War. 17 As a result, the
revolution continues to overshadow the war itself, both in Jewish historiography and
in Russian historiography in general. The focus of this historiography has tended to be
on the Russian metropoles: Moscow, St. Petersburg, Kiev, etc. As a result, the fate of
Jews in the Russian Empire‟s western border provinces (to Poles the Kresy wschodnie
or eastern borderlands and now an area corresponding approximately to the
independent states of Latvia, Lithuania, Belarus, and Ukraine), which remained the
heartland of Russian Jewry, has largely escaped the attention of scholars writing in
Russian, as it has those writing in Polish.18 The wartime history of these areas itself
has also discouraged their inclusion into Russian historiography: a large portion of
Russia‟s western provinces came under German occupation between April and
September 1915, and remained under German control until the end of the war. The
area under occupation expanded even further in the fall of 1917 and again,
dramatically, in 1918. Many historians, for logical reasons, have excluded these areas
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from works on Russian history, and those with a particular interest in Russian Jewry
have followed suit.
For all of the above reasons, World War I largely remains unexplored territory
in the field of Jewish history. More often than not, historians use the war as a marker
for the beginning or end of historical periods, thus tacitly acknowledging its
significance as a turning point. The war itself, however, remains a black box into
which East European Jewry entered in 1914 and emerged transformed in 1919. 19 This
approach often amounts to treating the war as if it were a hiatus in the course of
history. In the received narrative, the process of the modernization of Russian Jewry
began with the first inroads of the haskalah and changes in Tsarist policies in the
1820s and unfolded until 1914, at which point it paused, only to resume again under
changed circumstances after the war and 1917 Revolution. For those studying Jews of
former Russian territories that became part of Poland and the Baltic States after World
War I (including Vilna), Jewish history resumes at the end of 1918, when these states
gained their independence. Scholarly debates have focused on the importance of the
1881 pogroms as a turning point within this framework, and, to a lesser extent, the role
of the 1905 and 1917 Revolutions, while tending to pay little attention to the war as
part of the historical process. 20
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As part of my argument that World War I constituted the major turning point
in the history of Vilna‟s Jews, I will contend that many of the trends associated with
the Russian Revolution in fact originated during the war itself. This is not to minimize
the importance of the Russian Revolution. Rather, the war undermined or destroyed
much of the old structures of prewar Jewish life even before the coming of Revolution.
Furthermore, for the Jews of Russia‟s western provinces (including Vilna), the end of
Tsarist rule, equal rights with non-Jews, and elements of political autonomy came not
with the February Revolution, but with the German conquests of 1914-15. Finally, in
both those areas that fell to Germany and those that remained in Russia, many
important cultural trends that would characterize the Revolutionary period began in
1916 or earlier.
Scope and Content
Since this dissertation is intended to revise existing historiography by
exploring the effects of World War I, it focuses exclusively on the war years,
beginning with the outbreak of war in July 1914, moving through the German
conquest of Vilna on September 5/18, 1915, and concluding with December 31, 1918,
the date by which German troops were required to leave Vilna in accordance with the
Armistice agreement. Within this chronological framework, the dissertation proceeds
thematically. Because so little has been written about the subject matter in question,
this work addresses political, social, and cultural history, as well as the history of ideas
and perceptions. Developments in all these areas were deeply interconnected, as I
strive to show throughout.

University Press, 2009) and Kenneth B. Moss, Jewish Renaissance in the Russian Revolution
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2009).
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The first chapter, “Leadership,” discusses the revolution that occurred in
Jewish communal politics during the war. It shows how a group of community
activists moved from the margins of political life to its center, and used the war as an
opportunity to reform communal government. In contrast to much scholarship of
modern Jewish politics, which emphasizes tensions among Zionists, Bundists,
diaspora nationalists, and devotees of other political orientations and factions, this
chapter will focus on cooperation among members of these groups. The communal
leaders discussed here consisted of supporters of all major Jewish political streams;
however, despite their ideological differences, these individuals shared a vision of
Jewish politics based on national autonomy, the democratic election of communal
leaders, and – when necessary – direct confrontation with the government as opposed
to backdoor lobbying. While some of these goals remained beyond their reach for
most of the war, these leaders were nonetheless able to achieve de facto Jewish
autonomy. This chapter also addresses the protracted struggle of the Jewish
government with German authorities over forced labor and collective taxation.
The second chapter, “Community and Culture,” deals with the flourishing of
Jewish civil society during the war years. Like so many wartime developments, the
proliferation of new civic associations stemmed both from new opportunities and from
the demise of older structures – in this case, traditional religious associations. I
examine economic, social, and cultural associations, as well as the Jewish press. In
addition, I explore how the transformation of Jewish civil society expanded the role of
the Yiddish language in Jewish life, while Yiddish in turn became an important
vehicle for the expansion of civil society. The new organizational structures played an
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important role in the new Jewish communal politics, while also serving as vehicles for
various political ideologies.
Chapter 3, “Education and Cultural Politics,” describes the explosion of new
Jewish educational institutions under the German occupation. The transformation of
Jewish schooling was a key element of prewar plans to restructure Jewish society,
made possible only by wartime circumstances. Whereas ideological debates were
pushed to the side when it came to key issues of communal governance, they flared up
with regard to questions of education. A fierce struggle ensued between (mostly
Zionist) Hebraists and (mostly liberal nationalist or socialist) Yiddishists over
curricula, with a revived Orthodoxy joining the competition toward the war‟s end.
Thus cultural politics – rather than politics itself – came to be the most divisive issue
among Vilna‟s Jewish leadership. While the previous chapter focuses on cultural
activities such as choirs and theater as elements of civil society, Chapter 3 focuses on
politically charged debates concerning the norms of Jewish culture with regard to
education.
The fourth chapter, “Memory,” discusses the perception of World War I during
the war itself; Vilna Jewry‟s attempts to record the history of the war while it was still
ongoing and immediately after it ended; and the legacy of these commemorative
projects. It is my contention that contemporary perceptions of the war‟s importance
shaped the actions of communal leaders discussed in previous chapters and thus
Vilna‟s wartime trajectory itself. In examining the commemorative and historical
literature that emerged from the war, I compare competing narratives of the war‟s
meaning for Jewish history. This chapter concludes by showing how the attempts of
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Vilna‟s Jewish intelligentsia to create a historical record of their wartime experiences
and achievements served as a template for an entire genre of commemorative works
that appeared in subsequent decades.
Sources and Methodology
The present work is based mainly, but by no means exclusively, on published
primary sources in book form. In part, this is due to the existence of an extraordinary
body of published material written by Vilna‟s Jewish intelligentsia and consciously
intended to create a historical record of the war years. But it is also due in part to the
dearth, and limited usefulness, of more traditional archival sources. Correspondences,
both official and personal, which are so often among the primary tools in a historian‟s
workshop, are extremely limited. Both Russia and Germany‟s fear of espionage led to
strict restrictions on mail. Furthermore, the war itself made the exchange of letters
across enemy lines nearly impossible, and correspondence with neutral countries such
as Denmark, the Netherlands, and (before April 1917) the U.S. exceedingly difficult,
although not impossible. While available Jewish communal leaders‟ correspondence
with German officials and, more rarely, with American Jewish philanthropies will be
cited throughout, these sources hardly provide anything like a complete picture of
wartime Jewish life.
While newspapers and other periodicals are extant from this period, and have
been made use of here, they too have limitations. A Russian decree of March 1915
banned printing in Hebrew characters, extinguishing Vilna‟s Jewish press, which did
not revive until January 1916. Furthermore, Vilna‟s proximity to the frontlines,
restrictions on travel, and the monopolization of railways for the war effort, made
reportage on Vilna in periodicals published elsewhere extremely scarce. Finally, local
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periodicals were subject to strict censorship, first under Russia, then under Germany,
making meaningful discussion of political topics impossible. Even coverage of the
Jewish communal reorganization of 1916-17, the subject of Chapter 1, is extremely
thin in Vilna‟s Jewish newspaper. The Vilna Jewish press does, however, provide an
important picture of the explosion in Jewish associational life that is the subject of
Chapter 2.
Governmental sources present their own set of problems. While a wealth of
these do exist, they do little to answer the fundamental questions posed here of how
World War I affected the internal dynamics of Jewish society. On the other hand, I
have used records of the Jewish communal government and various other institutions
extensively. These collections can be found at the YIVO Institute for Jewish Research,
itself founded in Vilna in 1925. After World War II, YIVO relocated to New York and
dedicated its efforts to preserving records and memory of Jewish life in Eastern
Europe before the Holocaust. Especially because of YIVO‟s connection to Vilna, it
has extensive collections on the city in its archives. However, these collections did not
survive World War II in their entirety. Of the records of the Jewish community
council, for instance, only a third of the materials survived. Much of the value of these
incomplete sources comes from using them in conjunction with published sources.
As will be discussed at length in Chapter 4, the Vilna Jewish intelligentsia
dedicated itself to the creation of a historical record of their community‟s wartime
experience. They thus produced several anthologies, which include reports based
directly on archival records no longer extant, as well as first-hand accounts by a
variety of individuals. There are also several memoirs of this period authored by
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leading communal figures. These include not only the more well known memoirs of
Zionist activist Jakub Wygodski (1855-1941), but also those of Yisroel Bunimovitsh,
one of the few old-style Jewish grandees to leave behind a written account of any
kind.21 Another important and heretofore untapped source is a chronicle written by the
librarian Khaykl Lunski (1881-ca. 1943), who sought to record in painstaking detail
the everyday life of ordinary Jews during World War I. 22 These are but a few
examples of a rich and varied body of work that has never been systematically
analyzed by historians.
The Origins of Jewish Vilna
In the year 1322, Grand Duke Gediminas of Lithuania made Vilnius, a small
fortress-town on the banks of the River Vilia, capital of his rapidly expanding
principality. Gediminas had turned his Grand Duchy, the last pagan country in Europe,
into a large and powerful empire by seizing the westernmost territories of the
disintegrating Mongol Empire. His descendents followed in his expansionist footsteps
and within a few decades ruled an area corresponding roughly to modern-day
Lithuania and Belarus, together with large parts of Latvia and Ukraine. In 1385,
Gedminas‟s descendent, Grand Duke Jogaila (Jagiełło in Polish) made an alliance with
his southwestern neighbor, King Kazimierz the Great of Poland, known as the Union
of Krewo. According to the terms of this alliance, named for a village not far from
Vilna in which it was ratified, Jogaila converted to Catholicism and married
Kazimierz‟s daughter and heiress, Jadwiga. Thus, upon Kaziemierz‟s death, Jogaila
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became King of Poland as well as Grand Duke of Lithuania, titles inherited jointly by
his descendents. 23
Although the date of the earliest Jewish settlement in Vilna remains shrouded
in mystery, it is most likely that the Polish-Lithuanian Union brought the first Jews to
the city, which had a small Jewish population by the mid-fifteenth century. These Jews
came from the Kingdom of Poland or directly from German-speaking lands. Since the
fourteenth century, German Jews had faced economic decline, increasing persecution,
and expulsions, while Poland (and then Poland-Lithuania) looked to Jewish business
acumen to aid its developing economy. Jews in these lands worked as merchants,
moneylenders, tax-farmers, factors, and artisans. They brought to Vilna their own
distinctive German dialect (an early version of Yiddish), the Franco-German liturgy,
and customs based on medieval German-Jewish rabbinic jurisprudence. Thus, from its
inception, Lithuanian Jewry (including that of Vilna) belonged firmly to the
Ashkenazic Kulturbereich.
Unlike Western and Central Europe, medieval Lithuania had no single
predominate religion. The monarch was himself Catholic, as was a significant portion
of the nobility. Most of the peasantry living to the north and west of Vilna were
Catholic as well, or pagan painted with a thin veneer of Catholicism. The remainder of
the peasantry and nobility were Orthodox Christians, whose ancestors had been
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Christianized prior to the Mongol invasions, along with the early Rus‟ Empire. The
Grand Duchy also had small but significant Muslim and Armenian (i.e., members of
the Gregorian Church) populations. Thus the Jews of Lithuania did not have the
anomalous status as the sole non-Christian group that plagued their existence in the
rest of Medieval Christian Europe. This is not to say that they were immune from
persecution; in 1495, in fact, Grand Duke Aleksander Jagiełło expelled the Jews from
Lithuania. However, he reversed the decree in 1503, and the Lithuanian Jewish
community continued to grow in population and influence.
The sixteenth and seventeenth centuries brought important changes to Vilna
and Poland-Lithuania. The Union of Lublin, in 1569, transformed the personal union
of Poland and Lithuania into a political union; that is, after 1569, Poland-Lithuania
legally became a single country, although the two realms remained separate
administrative units. Four years after the Union, the Jews of Vilna built their first
synagogue, a wooden structure on what came to be known as Jews‟ Street – a
thoroughfare that maintained this designation into the twentieth century. In 1593, the
King of Poland-Lithuania granted the Jews of Vilna an official charter, or priveligium,
delineating their rights to settle in the city. This charter allowed the Jews to form a
kehilah, or organized communal structure, based on the model then prevalent in
Poland. A council of prominent members of the community, known as the Kahal,
served as the kehilah‟s internal Jewish government. The Kahal was responsible for
representing the Jewish community to the Gentile authorities, raising taxes (both to
fund communal institutions and to pay collective taxes to the government), and
supporting a Chief Rabbi and other religious functionaries. The Kahal also created a
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subordinate committee known as the Tsedakah Gedolah (“Great Charity”), which
managed a network of public welfare organizations.
In the half-century after the Vilna kehilah received its charter, it grew rapidly
in size in importance, its population reaching roughly 3,000 (or 25% of the city‟s
overall population) by the mid-seventeenth century. The Vilna kahal assumed
responsibility for the Jewish communities in surrounding towns and hamlets – a sign
of its importance. In 1653, the Council of the Land of Lithuania, a sort of supra -kahal
representing all the Jews of Lithuania, added Vilna to the handful of communities that
could send a delegation to its biannual meetings, thereby giving an official imprimatur
to its status as a leading Jewish city.
The expansion of Vilna‟s Jewish community during the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries came at a time of religious upheaval throughout Europe. The
Protestant faith spread quickly from Germany to the Polish-Lithuanian
Commonwealth, where its Calvinist form proved particularly appealing to the nobility,
although Poland-Lithuania‟s kings remained Catholic. Naturally, the success of the
Reformation attracted the attention of the Counter-Reformation. The CounterReformation did not end Poland-Lithuania‟s tradition of religious tolerance; the
Commonwealth was spared the wars, massacres, and autos-de-fé of Western Europe.
Instead, the Jesuit Order spearheaded an effort to defeat the Reformation with
proselytization and the formation of academies, including one in Vilna. The academies
attracted the sons of the nobility and spread both the Catholic faith and the Polish
language, turning the latter into both the language of cultural sophistication and that of
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the Catholic religion. By the mid-seventeenth century, Protestantism had been
effectively stamped out in Lithuania.
The Counter-Reformation brought about an ethnoreligious and social
realignment that would persist through World War I. The once diverse Lithuanian
nobility became uniformly Catholic and Polish-speaking (as did most of the nonJewish urban populace). They came to think of themselves as belonging to a “Polish
nation,” while also taking pride in their Lithuanian ancestry. For them, being
Lithuanian meant speaking Polish and enjoying the unique political privileges that
came with their social status. (Later, with the rise of modern nationalism, this sense of
identity would bring with it an uncomfortable hybridity.) Concomitantly, the
Lithuanian language was relegated to the peasantry of a small area to the north and
west of Vilna and would not develop as a written vernacular language until well into
the nineteenth century. The peasantry of the area immediately surrounding Vilna, like
that of most of Lithuania, continued to speak a Ruthenian dialect (the precursor of
modern-day Belarusian) and mostly belonged to the newly-formed Uniate Church,
which combined Catholic dogma and loyalty to the Pope with Eastern Orthodox ritual
and practice. Jews thus constituted but one single group in a society where religion,
language, and class went hand in hand. Thus it was quite natural that they were set
apart not only by their religion, but also by their language (Yiddish), and their
socioeconomic niche (merchants, artisans, and factors). When modern nationalism
arrived in Vilna, there was little doubt that its Jews were a distinct ethnonational
group, although the exact meaning of that identity remained an open question.
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After over a century of steady growth in size and prestige, Vilna‟s Jewish
community entered a period of prolonged crisis in the 1650s. The Cossack Uprising
that began in 1648 and rained violence and destruction on the Commonwealth in
general, and Jews in particular, did not reach Vilna. However, it precipitated a war
between Poland-Lithuania and Moscovite Russia; in 1655, Russian troops occupied
Vilna and much of the Jewish population fled. After Russian troops withdrew in 1667,
Jews began to return to the city and participate in its economic revival. These years
were also marked by a series of antisemitic incidents, most notably the shiler-geloyf
(literally, “student chase”) in which Jesuit seminarians attacked Jews in the streets.
The local court also executed two Jews on charges of ritual murder. War struck again
in the early eighteenth century, when Swedish forces invaded Lithuania and occupied
Vilna, temporarily reversing the post-1667 restoration.
After Sweden‟s withdrawal, the Jewish population of Vilna once more began
to increase in numbers. Despite the after-effects of the Russian and Swedish invasions,
and despite a series of economic crises, Vilna‟s Jewish community entered its golden
age in the eighteenth century. It finally surpassed the established trio of Brest-Litovsk,
Pinsk, and Grodno as Lithuanian Jewry‟s leading economic center. Economic growth
brought prestige and added cultural importance, turning Vilna into one of Europe‟s
leading centers of rabbinic scholarship. In particular, Vilna gained renown as the home
of the Gaon (1720-1797), whose erudition and devotion to Talmudic study earned him
a legendary reputation. A child prodigy, he possessed a photographic memory and
enormous analytic capabilities. Although he held no official rabbinic post, he acquired
an immense authority that in many ways exceeded that of Vilna‟s official Chief Rabbi.
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In part because of the Gaon‟s legacy, Jews came to associate Vilna with certain
religious and intellectual trends. The Gaon‟s personal ideology in some ways typified
accepted attitudes within the contemporary rabbinic world, but also took certain
tendencies to a new extreme. Above all, he believed in complete dedication to the
study of canonical texts as the ultimate religious ideal, often studying eighteen hours
or more in a single day. He also pursued a distinctive approach to textual analysis,
emphasizing proper understanding of Hebrew and Aramaic grammar, adherence to the
literal meaning of the text, and a willingness to dismiss rabbinic consensus when in
conflict with his own interpretations. Although he eschewed the pursuit of scientific or
humanistic learning for its own sake, he endorsed the study of mathematics and
science when it could enhance the understanding of religious texts, and was purported
to have mastered several fields of secular knowledge.
The overall rationalism of the Gaon‟s approach corresponded to his fierce
opposition to Hasidism, a mystical-pietistic religious movement originating in
eighteenth-century Ukraine. It seems that the sheer force of the Gaon‟s personality
fueled resistance to Hasidism and curbed its spread in Lithuania. As a result, Vilna
became a symbol of the rationalistic and cerebral “mitnagdic” (from the Hebrew
mitnaged or “opponent [of Hasidism]”) approach to Judaism associated with
Lithuanian Jews in the Jewish popular imagination. Long after the Gaon‟s death, his
legacy would attract rabbinic scholars to the city and affect the self-perception of both
secular and religious Jews in Vilna.
While the Gaon shunned official rabbinic appointments, the Chief Rabbinate of
Vilna brought with it enormous prestige, due to the city‟s enhanced status in the
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Jewish world. The office‟s prestige engendered conflict, and a protracted struggle over
the rabbinic succession defined eighteenth-century communal politics. Vilna, like any
sizeable Jewish community, had numerous synagogues and rabbis; however, the Kahal
elected and financially supported one as the Chief Rabbi, who acted as rabbi of the
Great Synagogue and whose rulings on certain issues of Jewish law were considered
binding on all of Vilna‟s Jews.
The great controversy of eighteenth-century Vilna revolved around the attempt
of Chief Rabbi Shemu‟el ben Avigdor (d. 1791) to convince the Kahal to guarantee
the appointment of his son to his post upon his death. The Kahal at first refused,
leading Shemu‟el to use wealth and personal influence in an effort to outmaneuver it.
The wealthy merchant class that dominated the Kahal saw this as an attempt to usurp
its authority, and the resulting conflict lasted for nearly three decades. Vilna‟s Jewish
artisans, who made up the respectable lower-middle class, sided with Shemu‟el as a
means to oppose the oligarchy of the kahal. While the controversy ended with
Shemu‟el‟s death, the delineation of respective spheres of lay and clerical leadership,
as well as the conflict between social classes, would remain sources of tension in
internal Jewish political life.
As a result of this imbroglio, the Kahal opted not to replace Shemu‟el at all,
and instead used communal funds to support several rabbis (known as the more tsedek
[singular moreh tsedek] or “instructors of righteousness”) who, when necessary, would
form a three-member rabbinic court to rule on important matters. The Chief Rabbi‟s
seat in the Great Synagogue thenceforth remained symbolically empty. The more
tsedek, nevertheless, included many leading Talmudic minds. Later, the Kahal made
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up for the absence of a Chief Rabbi by taking the unusual step of appointing a fulltime
preacher (the magid de-mata) to give the Saturday-afternoon sermon in the Great
Synagogue. While other towns and cities relied on itinerant preachers, generally
judged lower in prestige than the rabbis of major towns and cities, the position of
Vilna preacher went to prominent rabbinic scholars.
Vilna under Russian Rule, 1795-1864
In 1795, a third partition agreement among Russia, Prussia, and Austria wiped
Poland-Lithuania off the map, placing Vilna within the Russian Empire. Russian rule
brought significant change to the status of Lithuanian Jewry. While the kings and
nobles of Poland-Lithuania generally served as Jews‟ protectors and allowed for great
latitude in Jewish autonomy, Russia‟s rulers tended to look upon Jews with suspicion.
The one consistent factor in Tsarist Russia‟s Jewish policy was inconsistency; the
government attempted to integrate Jews into the non-Jewish population with one hand
and persecuted and excluded them with the other.
During the first decades of Russian rule, the Tsars and Tsarist officials enacted
a series of regulations confining Jews to the lands taken from Poland-Lithuania
between 1772 and 1795, along with a few adjacent territories, creating an area known
as the Pale of Settlement. (Before the first partition of Poland in 1772, Russia had
virtually no Jews.) Jews could and did receive permission to live outside the Pale, but
to do so either had to appeal to authorities on an individual basis or belong to a
particular exempted group (e.g., former soldiers). The existence of the Pale
contributed to Jewish Vilna‟s continued cultural preeminence and eventual economic
decline. While St. Petersburg and Kiev became major centers of modern Jewish
culture and politics in the second half of the nineteenth century, restrictions on Jewish
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residency in these cities always placed a cap on their importance to Russian Jewry.
Vilna, on the other hand, suffered from no such limitation.
Economically, the partition of Poland cut off much contact with the west, but
also opened up new markets for Vilna‟s Jewish merchants in the Russian interior.
Social, economic, and legal changes also led Jews to leave villages and estates in the
countryside for larger towns and cities, dramatically increasing Vilna‟s Jewish
population. During the first few decades of the nineteenth century, Jewish Vilna
continued to grow not only in size, but also in importance. New families made
fortunes and joined the ranks of established clans in managing communal affairs. The
construction of a railway station in Vilna in 1860 further stimulated trade and
presented new opportunities for Jewish businessmen.
In the last decades of the nineteenth century, however, economic revival gave
way to economic decline. When the Industrial Revolution finally caught up with
Russia, it largely bypassed Vilna. The city did have a few factories, owned mostly by
Jews, but it never became an important center of mass-production. Industrialization
reduced the demand for the products of artisans – who still formed a large part of the
Jewish workforce – while the overall Jewish population continued to expand. A
variety of laws directly and indirectly limited Jews to traditional professions,
prevented Jewish artisans from leaving the Pale to parts of Russia where their skills
were needed, and made it difficult for Jews to get the kinds of education that could
give them new opportunities. The results of these patterns were increased immigration
to the U.S., South Africa, and elsewhere after 1880, as well as the economic
deterioration of the Jewish community.
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Enlightenment and Communal Reform
The Haskalah began to make headway in Vilna in the first quarter of the
nineteenth century. The movement had begun in eighteenth-century Germany with the
philosopher Moses Mendelssohn and the polemicist and poet Naftali Hertz Wessely.
These two thinkers wished for Jews to adopt the ideals of the European enlightenment,
acquire secular educations, abandon the Yiddish language as well as distinctive modes
of dress, and revive Hebrew as a modern literary language. They hoped that these
changes would lead to greater integration of Jews into the non-Jewish world, an end to
anti-Jewish discrimination, and the assumption by Jews of the full rights and
obligations of citizenship.
While in the early nineteenth century the German haskalah eventually gave
way to Reform Judaism, neo-Orthodoxy, and other social and intellectual trends, the
haskalah movement gathered steam in Russia, with Vilna becoming one of its primary
centers. The haskalah proved particularly influential among members of well-to-do
Jewish families. Although many ideas of its proponents (known as maskilim) met with
strong opposition from rabbinic circles, the conflict between Enlightenment and
tradition was generally less fierce in Lithuania than in Poland and Ukraine, where the
dominance of Hasidism spurred more complete rabbinic rejection of modernity and
greater disregard for tradition on the part of maskilim themselves. This is not to say
that tensions did not flare, or that there was happy coexistence between traditionalists
and masklim, only that there was greater room for accommodation in Lithuania than
elsewhere.

27

Vilna‟s atmosphere of relative accommodation between traditional and
maskilic circles was typified by such figures as Matityahu Strashun (1817-1885) and
Shemu‟el Yosef Fuenn (1818-1890). Strashun, the son of a prominent Vilna merchant
and Talmudist, turned his extensive personal collection of Jewish books and
manuscripts into a public library that attracted both traditional rabbinic scholars and
maskilim eager to apply new methods of critical and historical analysis to traditional
texts. Fuenn, who wrote an extensive history of Vilna focusing on the city‟s role as a
center of traditional study, valorized Vilna‟s rabbis for their commitment to
scholarship and to preservation of Hebrew linguistic purity (a crucial issue for many
maskilim). Fuenn saw the haskalah not as a revolt against tradition, but as the natural
inheritor of the intellectual tradition of the Gaon – the next step in an unfolding
historical progression. Although he clashed with the rabbinic elite over many issues in
his writings, there was some degree of mutual respect in his relationship with them. 24
Maskilim initially hoped to cooperate with the Russian regime in reforming the
Jewish community. In the 1840s, the government took two important steps toward
integrating the Jewish community, but these produced nothing like the results for
which maskilim hoped. First, in 1844, Tsar Nicholas II issued an ukase abolishing the
Kahal throughout the Empire, bringing an official end to Jewish communal autonomy.
In Vilna, the Tsedakah Gedolah simply took over functions formerly held by the
Kahal, selecting and providing for the more tsedek and preacher, managing
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synagogues and cemeteries, and continuing to fund its network of welfare
organizations. The government recognized the Tsedakah Gedolah as the “Board of the
Great Synagogue” and thus the representative of the Jewish community. The three
gabaim (beadles) who directed this committee continued to belong to the wealthy elite
that had dominated the Kahal from its inception. Although the gabaim did not have the
ability to enforce their decisions that once belonged to the Kahal, in many ways the
internal organization of the Jewish community remained unchanged.
The second step came in 1847, when the Russian Ministry of Education
created two rabbinic seminaries – one in Vilna and one in Zhitomir – to provide
Russia with a cadre of modern secularly educated rabbis who would, it was hoped,
become an engine for religious reform within Russian Jewry. Like the abolition of the
Kahal, the state-sponsored rabbinate did not have the desired effect, although it had a
lasting impact on Russian Jewish life. Most of Russian Jewry regarded these rabbis as
mere bureaucratic functionaries, while traditionally educated rabbis (or “spiritual
rabbis” as they came to be known) continued to wield religious authority. As time
went on and greater numbers of Jews became less concerned with religious matters,
such Jews often simply ignored both rabbinates.
The traditional masses in Vilna, like those elsewhere, continued to turn to the
more tsedek for religious guidance. However, unlike in much of the Russian Empire,
Vilna had a significant number of moderate maskilim who took the state-sponsored
rabbinate and the Rabbinic Seminary very seriously. This group built its own
synagogue (the Taharat ha-kodesh or Khor-shul), which imitated the most moderate
aspects of German Reform. Among these reforms was the integration of the sermon –
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delivered by the government rabbi – into the weekly Sabbath service. Vilna‟s
government rabbis, the first of whom was Fuenn, were all noted scholars and
respected communal leaders, whose ranks included some of Russia‟s leading
practitioners of Wissenschaft des Judentums (i.e., academic Jewish studies). Vilna
maskilim, and later Vilna Zionists, took great pride in these rabbis, who helped affirm
Jewish Vilna‟s self-perception as East European Jewry‟s sacred and secular
intellectual capital.
Nineteenth-century Vilna also served as an important non-Jewish intellectual
center. In 1773, the Polish government transformed the Jesuit academy into a modern
university, which Russia allowed to remain open after partition. Among its prominent
faculty members was the historian Joachim Lelewel (1786-1861), a major early
theorist of Polish nationalism. Lelewel‟s ideas influenced many of his students,
including Adam Mickiewicz (1798-1855), who participated in the failed 1831 Polish
uprising against Russian rule, and went on to become Poland‟s national poet. After
repressing the 1831 revolt, the Tsarist regime closed down the university, but Vilna
continued to become an important center for Polish romantic nationalism in the
tradition of Lelewel and Mickiewicz. Other students of Lelewel, such as Jan Czeczot
(1796-1847) and Simonas Daukantas (1793-1864) began laying the groundwork for
Belarusian and Lithuanian national movements, respectively, through literary and
scholarly explorations of these groups‟ and folk cultures. The rise of Polish,
Belarusian, and Lithuanian nationalism culminated in another failed uprising against
Russia in 1863, which had a lasting effect on Vilna and its Jews.
Vilna after 1863: A City of Many Names
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After its bloody suppression of the 1863 uprising, the Tsarist regime began to
pursue a new nationalities policy in its northwestern provinces (an area corresponding
to the former Grand Duchy of Lithuania), specifically aimed at erasing Polish culture,
which continued to dominate in the region. New regulations sharply curtailed the
public use of the Polish language, including in schools and in the press. The
government also attempted to Russify the Belarusian, Lithuanian, and Jewish
populations, encouraging them to speak Russian and adopt Russian culture. 25 This
policy shift came at a time when Russian language and culture had already made some
initial inroads among the Jewish community. Furthermore, the period beginning in
1856 and lasting into the 1870s was, on the whole, characterized by liberalization of
Tsarist polices toward the Jews, making integration seem a real and appealing goal. It
was in the post-1863 period that Vilna‟s Jewish haute bourgeoisie began speaking
Russian and securing Russian-language education for its children and that Vilna‟s
Jewish intellectuals began to identify most with a cosmopolitan Russophone imperial
high culture. Russian also became the language of mutual communication when
members of different ethnic groups communicated with one another. This seems to
have been the case in the marketplace and was certainly true in intellectual circles.
In the period following 1863, Polish nationalists began to turn increasingly
toward keeping Polish culture alive, rather than attempts to gain political
independence. This new tendency, combined with the failure of the insurrections and
the increasing influence of modern ideas of nationalism in Eastern and Central Europe,
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encouraged the growth of the nascent Lithuanian and Belarusian national movements.
Previously, theorists of these movements – such as they were – tended to favor
throwing their lot with ethnic Poles, emphasizing their shared heritage and expressing
solidarity against oppressive Russian rule. Now, Lithuanian and Belarusian
nationalists began to emphasize their distinctiveness and to imagine one day having
independent states.
Vilna became the hub of both Lithuanian and Belarusian nationalism, although
both groups formed only a few percent of the city‟s population. The demographic base
for these nations, in fact, consisted almost exclusively of peasants, and no city existed
where they made up even a plurality of the population. For Lithuanians, Vilna (known
to them as Vilnius) was their historic capital, and had been the capital of the
Lithuanian state since its creation. As the largest city in the region, it also became a
magnet for intellectuals and publicists. Belarusian national leaders, such as the
brothers Anton and Ivan Lutskevich, were attracted to Vilnia (as they called it) for
similar reasons. Belarus had no history of statehood as such, but the Grand Dukes of
Lithuania had used as their administrative language Chancery Slavonic, an artificial
combination of Church Slavonic and the local proto-Belarusian dialect, to rule over a
region with borders very similar to those of ethnographic Belarus. Thus, Vilna was
both a Lithuanian and Belarusian cultural capital, and continued to be a Polish and
Jewish one as well.
Poles, especially those from Northwestern Provinces, invested Wilno (their
name for the city) with great symbolic value. The city of Mickiewicz, which played
such an important role in the era of Poland‟s medieval greatness, seemed to them an
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inextricable part of their national heritage. In the 1880s, as Polish nationalists became
increasingly dissatisfied with post-1864 apolitical attitudes, Vilna once again became a
center of Polish nationalist agitation. Polish intellectuals began to turn to Marxism as
both a solution to socioeconomic problems and the path to overthrow Tsarist rule.
Vilna activists in fact played a key role in the founding of the Polish Socialist Party
(PPS), whose ideology endorsed a blend of socialism and nationalism that was
becoming influential among the stateless peoples of Eastern Europe. Józef Piłsudski,
who was born on an estate near Vilna and who lived there during his formative years,
emerged as the leading figure in the PPS around 1905. By the early twentieth century
Roman Dmowski‟s rival movement, National Democracy, based on a rejection of
socialism, temporary accommodation with Russia, and blood-and-soil nationalism,
also gained support in Vilna.
The new national movements either did not view Jews as members of their
respective nations or believed that Jews could only become members by giving up
their distinctiveness. While some Polish nationalists were willing to tolerate an
unassimilated Jewish minority, others fused these attitudes with traditional prejudices
to arrive at outright antisemitism. Most notably, the overtly anti-Jewish National
Democrats saw Jews as an unassimilatable threat to the future of the Polish nation.
Jews themselves felt little kinship with Lithuanians and Belarusians, whose
cultures and languages seemed quite foreign to them. Unlike in Warsaw, Łódź and
other cities in Russian Poland, or in Austrian Galicia, there was no noteworthy
tendency among Vilna Jews to adopt Polish language and culture. Instead, Russian
continued to be the medium of Jewish acculturation. While most Jews continued to
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speak Yiddish as their primary language, when they wished to communicate with their
Polish neighbors, they generally did so in Russian. Jews thus expressed little interest
in joining the national movements of their neighbors.
Furthermore, speaking Russian as an everyday language or affiliating with
Russian high culture did not amount to the kind of acculturation experienced by Jews
in Western and Central Europe. Vilna‟s ethnic Russian population was always a
minority, consisting mainly of soldiers and officials. Without any majority culture into
which they could assimilate, even those Jews who shed religious practice, gave up
Yiddish, and acquired secular educations generally maintained some degree of Jewish
identity, usually in their own eyes and certainly in the eyes of others. Thus Jews were
left either to turn to socialist internationalism, which promised to transcend ethnic and
religious boundaries or to develop their own forms of socialism and nationalism.
The New Jewish Politics, 1881-1914
While the wave of pogroms following the assassination of Tsar Alexander II in
1881 never reached Vilna, it deeply shook the faith of Vilna‟s enlightened Jewish
circles in the ability of the Russian regime to improve the lot of the Jews. The rash of
anti-Jewish laws issued by his successor, Nicholas II, in 1882 further shook this faith.
These developments coincided with the increasing influence of modern nationalism in
Russia‟s borderlands. Under these circumstances, the Hibat Tsion (Love of Zion)
movement began, based on affirmation of Jewish nationhood and the aspiration of
building a future for the Jewish people not in Russia, but in Palestine, where they
could live free from persecution in their historic homeland. Although the leadership of
the movement was based in Odessa, Vilna became one of its most important centers,
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and continued to be so after Theodor Herzl founded the worldwide Zionist movement.
The Zionist focus on modernizing the Jewish people and reviving the Hebrew
language attracted many former maskilim, and Vilna‟s role in the maskilic Hebraism
set the stage for its role as a center of the new Zionist literature.
Vilna simultaneously became a major center of Jewish socialism – the modern
political ideology that competed most directly with Zionism. In the 1860s and 1870s,
the Vilna Rabbinical Seminary became a breeding ground for Jewish radicals, so much
so that the government shut it down in response. Among these radicals was Aharon
Liberman, one of the first to attempt to carve out a Jewish niche in the international
socialist movement. In 1897, a group of Jewish socialists in Vilna founded the
Algemeyner Yidisher Arbeter Bund (The General Jewish Workers‟ Union, known
simply as the Bund) to distribute socialist propaganda to Jews in Yiddish. The Bund
eventually developed an ideological fusion of socialism with the advancement of
national Jewish goals, analogous to ideologies developed by the PPS and similar
Lithuanian, Belarusian, and Ukrainian political movements. 26
The rise of modern Jewish political movements led some – especially Zionists
– to consider reforming Jewish communal organization in accordance with new ideas.
Such reforms would include democratization of the Tsedakah Gedolah, wresting
communal authority from the religiously and politically conservative gabaim, and
creating greater transparency in the management of communal finances. The primary
impediment to such reforms was not as much the gabaim themselves, but the
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government, which closely supervised the functioning of communal institutions. The
Imperial Senate changed the regulations concerning who could vote in the triennial
elections for the gabaim several times following the abolition of the Kahal, briefly
granting the right to vote to all adult Jewish males. By the end of the nineteenth
century, however, the Senate had restricted the franchise to a group of about eight- or
nine-hundred Jews possessing wealth, status, or higher education. The sitting gabaim
selected a list of candidates approved by the provincial governor; those who could
vote did so by acclamation – ensuring that communal governance was restricted to a
fairly narrow clique. This system remained in effect until the end of Russian rule,
despite the modernizing intelligentsia‟s 27 hopes for an expanded franchise,
competitive elections, and secret ballots. 28
Despite the failure to democratize the Tsedakah Gedolah, some important
reforms did take place in the three decades before World War I. One gabai, Shemu‟el
(Munye) Solts, although a member of the traditional merchant elite and not
particularly inclined toward modernizing ideologies, instituted a series of accounting
and governance reforms, ensuring greater accountability and more efficient operation,
if not transparency. The gabaim also successfully lobbied to expand Tsedakah
Gedolah‟s governing council, first adding three deputy gabaim and later an advisory
27
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board. While these reforms served the interests of the gabaim by allowing them to
share the burden of managing a large institution, they also fulfilled a goal of more
radical reformers, who hoped that a larger body would be more representative. Some
of the deputies even came from their own ranks – including, briefly, the Jewish
historian Simon Dubnov. 29
Despite the limits of communal reform on the local level, Vilna played an
important role in a Russia-wide Jewish effort to reform communal life. In March of
1905 – in the early days of the first Russian Revolution – a large and diverse group of
over sixty prominent Jewish leaders met in Vilna to organize Russian Jewry politically
so that it could put forward its demands to the government and society as a whole in
light of seemingly immanent political reform. This group included Jewish liberals,
diaspora nationalists, Zionists, and Jewish members of socialist parties. Among the
goals put forward by this group were democratically-elected communal governments
for Jews (kehilot) and the replacement of taxes on kosher meat (the traditional means
of financing communal activities) with a system of progressive income taxation that
would put funds under the control of these kehilot. After the suppression of the 1905
Revolution and the quashing of hopes for sweeping communal reform, a similar group
gathered in Kovno in 1909 to discuss what goals it could pursue in Russia‟s politically
conservative climate. Vilna sent many delegates to this conference, including
sometime gabaim Yisroel Bunimovitsh, Aryeh Nayshul, Yakov Parnes, and Shelomoh
Elyason, but also such committed modernizers as the Zionist physician Jakub
Wygodski and former government rabbi Adolf Gordon.
29
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The Kovno Conference helped establish a kind of consensus-platform among
competing political ideologies: Zionists, Bundists, liberals, and conservatives all
participated. Despite differences of opinion on many issues, the Kovno Conference
managed to agree on such basic goals as the institution of a democratic kehilah,
renewed efforts to provide vocational training for Jewish youths, the creation of
Jewish credit cooperatives, and so forth. During World War I, Vilna‟s Jewish
leadership would be able to unite around a similar platform, effectively tabling major
ideological differences until the war‟s end.30
Unsurprisingly, these new political movements led to a conservative backlash,
primarily associated with the traditional rabbinate. Rabbis feared that, if communal
reform succeeded, funds would go to modern as well as (or even instead of) traditional
religious schools and undermine the prominence of Orthodoxy within communal
institutions. The attractions of acculturation and modernizing ideologies, especially on
younger generations, constituted an even greater threat. As a result, rabbis began
attempts to organize their own Orthodox political party. Among the leaders of the
effort was Rabbi Hayim Oyzer Grodzienski (1863-1940) of Vilna. Grodzienski had
inherited the position of moreh tsedek from his father-in-law at the young age of
twenty-three. As a result of his impressive Talmudic acumen, the community at large
and the other more tsedek recognized him as the city‟s chief rabbi – a status no rabbi
had had in Vilna since the eighteenth century. Although he turned down the official
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title of Chief Rabbi, and the Chief Rabbi‟s seat in the Great Synagogue remained
empty, he acted as such in practice. 31
Grodzienski combined traditional rabbinic erudition with political savvy and
an expansive conception of rabbinic leadership. He was the driving force in the 1909
founding of Keneset Gedolah, an Orthodox political party that would compete in
elections for the Russian Duma (parliament). He also played a leading role in allying
Russian rabbis with Orthodox rabbis in other countries to form an international
organization, Agudat Israel, in 1912. In Vilna, he maintained a close relationship with
the Tsedakah Gedolah and helped raise funds for its subordinate institutions. In 1910,
he arranged for Isaac Rubinstein (1880-1945), who possessed both traditional rabbinic
ordination and a university education, to run for the position of Government Rabbi.
Rubinstein won, to the great consternation of Vilna‟s maskilim and Zionists.
Vilna at the Beginning of the Twentieth Century: A City of Jewish Learning
As Vilna remained an iconic center of both old and new Jewish learning (in
addition to Polish, Belarusian, and Lithuanian intellectual activity), it boasted a large
number of Jewish schools at the beginning of the twentieth century. These institutions,
which are the subject of in-depth discussion in Chapter 3, constituted an important part
of Vilna Jewry‟s identity. On the eve of World War I, Vilna‟s Jewish parents and
children could choose between two parallel educational paths: either the traditional
system of heder, Talmud Torah, yeshiva, and bet midrash or the modern system of
schools, gymnasia, externships, and universities. The distinction between these two
31
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systems was not absolute; rather, many individuals attended both types of institutions
at various times (or even simultaneously), while some institutions lay somewhere in
between. Each system consisted of both private and communal institutions. In
addition, there were state-run schools of the modern kind, some specifically for Jews.
In 1914, the majority of Vilna‟s boys received at least some traditional
education, starting with heder (from the Hebrew word meaning room), usually
beginning between the ages of three and five, and graduating at age thirteen. Hadarim
were private institution; each teacher (known as the melamed) ran his own and
collected fees from the parents. The curriculum began with reading Hebrew and
moved on to daily prayers, the Pentateuch, and finally the Talmud. The teachers taught
mainly by rote memorization. For the significant numbers of children whose parents
could not afford fees, along with orphans and neglected children left to wander the
streets, there were Talmud Torahs – free public hadarim run by the Tsedakah Gedolah
or by private donors. Criticism of the heder, with its incompetent teachers, dingy
setting, and narrow curriculum formed the basis of Jewish educational reform in
Russia.
For most boys, completion of heder meant an end to formal schooling. The few
who chose to continue religious studies – due to some combination of intellectual
promise, religious devotion, or social and familial pressures – and had the means to do
so might go on to study at a yeshivah. Vilna‟s premier place of Talmudic study was
the Rameyles Yeshivah, established in 1827, which had approximately 150 students in
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1914. In addition, there existed a number of smaller yeshivot within city limits.
Grodzienski also supervised a small select group of advanced students.32
Although Russian officials generally left hadarim alone, they otherwise eagerly
interfered, or tried to interfere, with the ways in which Jews received their educations.
Like so much of Tsarist Jewish policy – indeed like so many of all its policies – the
approach to Jewish education was riddled with contradictions. On the one hand,
authorities hoped that educational reforms could better integrate Jews into Russian
society by teaching them the Russian language and removing them from the
supposedly pernicious influence of the Talmud and Jewish tradition. On the other
hand, once Jews began entering gymnasia and universities in significant numbers, the
Ministry of Education became increasingly concerned about the disproportionate
presence of Jews in such institutions – particularly because they saw Jewish students
as likely to spread revolutionary ideologies – and imposed restrictive quotas on Jews
in state-run schools from the elementary level upwards. In general, the integrative
approach predominated in the 1860s and 70s, while quotas began to be introduced in
the 1880s; however, elements of both tendencies appear throughout. 33
The combination of government interference, maskilic ideas, and the rising
tide of Jewish nationalism led to the creation of modern Jewish schools in Russia. The
ideas of the haskalah, especially its Vilna stream, did not call for the marginalization
of Jewish education, but rather for the integration of reformed Jewish education
(consisting of Hebrew grammar, Hebrew Bible, and even Talmud) with secular
32
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subjects. As new Jewish ideologies emerged out of the haskalah, they began to present
their own competing visions of Jewish educational reform. In addition to these
ideological motivations for creating modern Jewish schools, there were pragmatic
motivations as well: to the extent that authorities were willing to open the doors of
gymnasia and universities to Jewish students, Jewish children would need
opportunities to acquire the prerequisite primary and secondary educations. Finally,
quotas for Jews in state-run gymnasia, and even in private nondenominational schools,
eventually led Jews to establish Jewish-only gymnasia that could prepare students for
university exams.
As a result of these competing pressures, new trends in Jewish schooling began
to emerge in the last quarter of the nineteenth century. In the 1880s, the St. Petersburgbased Society for the Spread of Enlightenment among Jews (known by its Russian
acronym ORPME or OPE), took an active interest in school reform. It promoted the
creation of hadarim metukanim (reformed hadarim) throughout Russia (the first of
which opened in Vilna in 1882), and from there moved on to full-fledged modern
Jewish schools. Most of the latter, however, were created in Ukraine; the OPE had
significantly less success in the northwestern provinces, and Vilna in particular,
largely due to regional differences in government control. The policy of Russification
that followed the Polish Revolt of 1861-64 led administrators to take a particular
interest in schools in this region. Thus, the Ministry of Education began intervening in
both Jewish and non-Jewish elementary education in the Vilna region some two
decades before it began to deal with the issue in earnest on a national scale. The Vilna
Guberniia consequently had more school inspectors – and more funding – from the
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Ministry than any other. The Ministry continued this policy by appointing especially
strict regional curators to Vilna to insure that Russification was enforced. 34
In part due to restrictions on OPE activity, many Jewish children who obtained
non-traditional schooling did so at state-run schools, some of which were created
specifically for Jews. Private Jewish gymnasia – one for boys and one for girls – also
opened in response to quotas on Jews in state-run gymnasia, but there was little
distinctively Jewish about their curricula. In the wake of the 1905 Revolution, the OPE
tried to remedy the lack of modern Jewish schools in Vilna by dispatching two of its
foremost activists, Hayim Fyalkov and Vera Matveevna (Dvoyre) Kupershteyn, to
Vilna. After a few years‟ effort, they established an elementary school for girls where
Hebrew was taught to the extent legally permitted and Yiddish was used as the
language of instruction for the lowest grades. Otherwise, the use of any language
besides Russian for educational purpose was strictly proscribed.
The slow but steady progress of educational modernization naturally came to
concern religious conservatives. As secular studies became increasingly associated
with movements aimed at changing Jewish society, rabbis increasingly viewed secular
studies as a threat. In the context of a religion that invested great significance in study,
changing educational practice could seem as radical as changing the liturgy of the
synagogue. Grodzienski had issued a proclamation in 1902 attacking any change in
either the curriculum or the pedagogy of the heder, singling out in particular those
teachers who wished to employ “methods” (metodot) in instructing their pupils (a
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clear reference to the heder metukan).35 Similarly, when the government tried to
introduce secular studies into the Rameyles Yeshivah, a protracted struggle ensued; on
the eve of the war the Yeshivah relented and introduced courses in the Russian
language.
On the other hand, some room for compromise existed. OPE-supported schools
generally did not do away with religious education altogether. A group of
traditionally-minded Vilna benefactors established a network of Talmud Torahs
(known as Torat Emet), that supplemented the traditional heder curriculum with
instruction in Russian and rudimentary secular subjects, hoping that such subjects
would give students a better chance at economic success. 36 Similarly, the Butchers‟
Synagogue sponsored a small yeshivah that voluntarily introduced a limited secular
curriculum, as well as study of Hebrew grammar and Bible, along with the traditional
core of Talmud study. No evidence suggests that either this yeshivah or the Torat
Emet schools attracted condemnation from more conservative voices. Staunchly
traditional parents also frequently sent their daughters to modern schools, rather than
giving them no formal education or sending them to girls‟ hadarim that taught only
rudimentary literacy. Cautious compromise, in the tradition of Fuenn and Strashun,
thus remained a possibility in Vilna.
World War I
The proximate and underlying causes of the First World War are too complex,
and the relevant historiographic debates surrounding them too intense, to lend
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themselves to easy summation. When a Serb terrorist assassinated Archduke Franz
Ferdinand – heir to the Habsburg throne – on June 28, 1914 (n.s.), he unwittingly
activated a cascade of interlocking alliances. By August 4, Germany and AustriaHungary were at war with Great Britain, France, Belgium, Russia, and Serbia. As the
war went on, numerous other states would enter the fray as well.
The war dwarfed European conflicts of the previous hundred years in scale,
defied all expectations for a short and decisive conflict, and involved an
unprecedented mobilization of resources. Germany made swift gains on the Western
Front in the first weeks of the war, but the Allies succeeded in halting its advance in
September; by the year‟s end, the two sides found themselves bogged down in a
strategic and tactical stalemate that neither side knew how to break. Only midway
through 1918 did the front begin to move again, as tactics improved and American
troops arrived en masse, while Germany began to falter and then collapse under the
economic, social, and military strain. German defeat on the Western Front brought the
war to its official end on November 11, 1918.
On the Eastern Front, the war followed a very different, but equally bloody,
path. Although Russia surprised Germany by launching successful attacks into Prussia
and Austrian Galicia early in the war, it went on to surprise Germany with its military
weakness. Russia‟s saving grace was the fact that the Austro-Hungarian military
rivaled it in incompetence. By the fall of 1914, German forces had turned the tide in
the northern sector of the front (i.e., the portion near Vilna). The Central Powers
launched a major eastern offensive between May and October 1915, during which they
conquered all of Congress Poland and a sizeable swath of historic Lithuania, including
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Vilna. After the capture of Vilna, the city remained relatively isolated from the
fighting.
An agreement between Germany and Austria-Hungary placed Lublin and the
surrounding area under Habsburg control, while putting the remainder of Congress
Poland under German civilian rule (known as the General-Government Warsaw). The
Lithuanian territories, however – occupied by German troops alone – remained subject
to German military rule, ultimately under the control of the Oberbefehlshaber Ost, or
Supreme Commander in the East. This area stretched from the Russian province of
Kurland in the north, through the Vilna province, to the Pripet marshes (now in
southern Belarus) in the south, and eastward toward Minsk. This territory, known as
Ober Ost Land, Ober Ost, or simply Ob Ost had its own policies toward native
peoples, including Jews.
While Russia launched a successful invasion of Galicia in the summer of 1916,
an attempt to recapture Vilna with an attack at Lake Naroch (some sixty miles to the
northeast) in March 1916 ended in fiasco. In February-March 1917, loss of faith in
Russian the government due to the disastrous course of the war, combined with
enormous pressures the war placed on the economy, led to a Revolution that toppled
the already precarious Tsarist regime, replacing the Tsar with a Provisional
Government. The Provisional Government‟s July offensive only resulted in further
German territorial gains and a weakening of the new regime‟s authority. In OctoberNovember, V. I. Lenin led a Bolshevik coup, establishing Communist rule in Russia.
On March 3, 1918 (n.s.), Soviet Russia and the Central Powers signed the treaty of
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Brest-Litvosk, officially ending the war on the Eastern Front and giving Germany a
vast empire in what had once been Russia‟s western provinces.
German occupation of Eastern Europe ended only as a result of the victory of
the Western Allies; the armistice required German forces to vacate Ober Ost by
December 31, 1918. At this point, a series of interrelated wars began: a Russian Civil
War between Reds and Whites, a war between Poland and Russia over former Russian
territories, a struggle between Lithuania and Poland over Vilna, and a multisided
Ukrainian Civil War. When the dust settled, several new successor states replaced the
defunct Russian, German, and Austro-Hungarian Empires, with Vilna falling under the
control of newly independent Poland, where it remained until World War II.
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CHAPTER 1: LEADERSHIP
The Refugee Crisis, August 1914-July 1915
On Saturday night, August 30, 1914, most of Vilna‟s Jewish men were on their
way to the synagogues to recite selihot, penitential midnight prayers said in the week
before the holiday of Rosh Hashanah. Many of them would have heard or read about
the Battle of the Masurian Lakes that had begun the previous Monday. But it is
unlikely that any of them expected to see the crowds of refugees who arrived in the
city that night from the train station on the outskirts of town, carrying their belongings
on their backs or pushing them in carts. German forces had successfully pushed the
Russian Army out of East Prussia and into the Suvalki Province, causing residents of
border towns to flee, making their way to the adjacent province of Vilna. Some
brought money or valuables with them and were able to rent rooms or stay in inns.
Large numbers, however, slept in the streets and marketplaces for the first few
nights.37
While non-Jewish refugees began to find temporary refuge in churches and
monasteries, the numerous Jewish communal charitable organizations were less quick,
and perhaps less equipped, to find places for their own. As refugees continued to
arrive over the following weeks, individual Jews approached Rabbi Hayim Ozer
Grodzienski and urged him to take some sort of action to help destitute Jewish
refugees.38 Despite his considerable capabilities as a fundraiser, however, Grodzienski
did not have the resources at his disposal to address a problem of this magnitude,
which required substantial funds and the ability to mobilize people, spaces, and other
37
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resources necessary to feed and house a growing number of refugees. Instead, he
followed the established rabbinic practice of delegating philanthropic work to gevirim,
wealthy individuals who played leadership roles in the community. In this case, he
referred the petitioners to Shelomoh Elyason, one of the three gabaim of the Tsedakah
Gedolah, Vilna Jewry‟s official governing body. Among the institutions under the
Tsedakah Gedolah‟s control was Hakhnasat orhim, a lodge that provided free board to
poor travelers passing through the city. Elyason arranged for Hakhnasat orhim to open
its doors to the refugees, thus temporarily solving the problem. In the coming weeks,
the refugees began to make long-term housing arrangements, often with the assistance
of local Jewish charities, thus averting a potential crisis. 39
Community leaders feared, however, that a larger influx of refugees might
overwhelm their resources. None of the existing philanthropic institutions seemed
adequate for the task. In order to deal with this potential problem, the Tsedakah
Gedolah called a meeting of community leaders and notables to discuss the potential
arrival of more refugees and devise a plan for handling such an occurrence. 40 In doing
so, the gabaim took the first step in a process that would result in major changes in the
structure of Jewish leadership in Vilna, including the reduction of the power of the
gabaim, the rise to prominence of a new group of leaders within the Jewish
community, and an overall increase in the Jewish community‟s political clout.
Since the year 1905, the Tsedakah Gedolah had sought to expand, in order to
deal with increasing social problems brought on by a contracting local economy. At
the same time, members of the modernizing intelligentsia had hoped to gain influence
39
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in communal government. The 1914 refugee crisis led the Tsedakah Gedolah to create
a new organ, known as the Hilfs-komitet or Aid Committee. This committee increased
the responsibility of a group of local figures who had slowly been entering communal
affairs since the turn of the century: Leyb Yafe, who had become the main organizing
force in the Russian Zionist movement, Tsemakh Shabad (1864-1935), founder of the
Vilna branch of the OPE (Society for the Spreading of Enlightenment among Jews),
Jakub Wygodski, a founder of Vilna‟s Jewish doctors‟ circle, the lawyer Shimshon
Rosenbaum, and the Yiddish belletrist and Folkist party activist Daniel Tsharni – to
name a few. These individuals all had advanced secular educations, but did not have
the wealth or government connections typical of the gabaim. Several (Yafe,
Wygodski, Rosenbaum) were Zionists; others (Shabad and Tsharni) belonged to the
liberal nationalist Folkspartey and had a history of involvement in radical politics. 41
The Aid Committee modeled itself upon the newly formed Evreiskii komitet
pomoshchi zhertvam voiny (Central Jewish Committee for Aid to the Victims of the
War, or EKOPO) in Petrograd. EKOPO was founded and led primarily by wealthy
Jews from Petrograd or Moscow who already played leading roles in Russian Jewish
communal affairs. Although EKOPO did not have official permission to establish
branches in other cities, in practice the Vilna Aid Committee functioned as just that, as
did similar committees in Moscow, Kiev, Odessa, and elsewhere. (By the time the
Russian government granted EKOPO the right to open branches elsewhere, Vilna was
already in the process of being evacuated by the Russian Army.) In particular, the
Vilna Aid Committee would come to rely heavily on donations from the Petrograd and
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Moscow Committees. 42 In order to operate legally, the Vilna Aid Committee took the
route followed by many Vilna charities before it and functioned officially under the
umbrella of the Tsedakah Gedolah, which gave the Aid Committee room for its offices
in its own central building. 43
At first, the responsibilities of the Aid Committee remained quite modest.
Refugees continued to trickle in, especially as the Central Powers launched a major
offensive in the western part of Russian Poland. While most of these refugees
congregated in nearby Warsaw and other cities closer to their homes, some found their
way to Vilna. As they arrived, the Committee found housing for them. By December
1914, the fighting had come to a stalemate, and the flow of refuges ceased. All in all
some 3,000 refugees had arrived in Vilna; local organizations housed the majority of
them. The Jewish Aid Committee either placed them in the Hakhnasat orhim hostel, in
the Talmud Torah in the Novogorod suburb, or in low-rent apartments. Local
fundraising even proved sufficient to cover most of the expenditures. 44 In January,
EKOPO held its first conference of local aid committees in Vilna. 45
In 1915, a series of events began that would completely change the Aid
Committee‟s fate. First, German forces engaged the Russian Army a second time at
the Masurian Lakes early that year, bringing the fighting close to Grodno. In response,
Russian commanders ordered women and children to leave Grodno. The Aid
Committee, at the encouragement of Leyb Yafe, did its best to settle these refugees in
42
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Vilna and even tried to convince the authorities to direct train operators to tell Jewish
refugees to disembark at a train station outside of Vilna. Representatives of the
Committee met the refugees with bread and tea, helped them transport their
belongings to the city, and found them housing. The scale of this expulsion dwarfed
anything that had happened in the previous year. From that moment until the fall of
Vilna to the Germans, the flow of refugees did not stop, and the Aid Committee had to
mobilize all resources available to care for them.46
As early as August 11, 1914, Russian local commanders had specifically
engaged in expulsions of Jews in areas close to the fighting. 47 In the first months of
1915, however, discussion began in upper echelons of the military of carrying out
mass deportations of Jews everywhere near the frontlines. Local expulsions became
more frequent, but most occurred in the western parts of Congress Poland, where the
most intense fighting was taking place; thus Warsaw and other Polish cities continued
to be the main destination for these deportees. Nonetheless, by the Passover holiday
(which began on March 28, 1915) the Vilna Aid Committee found itself providing
sedarim (ritual meals) for some 8,000 refugees. 48
In order to keep up with the increasing burdens placed on it, the Aid
Committee needed extensive manpower. It found this in a large number of eager
volunteers, especially young men and women. These volunteers tended to the
refugees, supplied them with food, helped them carry their belongings, and assisted
them in finding temporary and long-term residences. This mass-mobilization was part
of a much wider phenomenon of voluntarism that arose to assist in the war effort.
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Soon after war was declared, many Jewish and non-Jewish youths in Vilna (and
throughout the Empire) had volunteered as medics to help care for wounded soldiers;
the Tatiana Committee (named after the Tsar‟s daughter, its titular head) recruited
many women to help care for wounded soldiers and, later, for refugees; the AllRussian Union of Towns (VSG) and the All-Russian Zemstvo Union (VZS) likewise
coordinated major relief efforts. Many Jewish medics in fact became active
participants in the Aid Committee‟s activities. 49 Indeed, the entire EKOPO network
can be connected to broader engagement of civil society and semi-public institutions
in the war effort. 50 The success of the Aid Committee at mobilizing volunteers speaks
to the authority that it gained for itself within the Vilna Jewish community.
The Aid Committee also demonstrated its authority through its ability to
collect funds. In late April, it conducted a three-day door-to-door fundraising effort, in
which it gathered enough money that its leaders expected it would no longer have to
rely on the Moscow and St. Petersburg committees for support. (They would soon be
proved wrong.) The Committee had also declared its independence in other ways. A
few weeks beforehand, it had moved out of the Tsedakah Gedolah building into a
building of its own, where it had room for its various offices and departments. Around
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the time of its fundraising drive, it also gained government recognition as an
organization independent of the Tsedakah Gedolah. 51
The following months, however, brought one crisis after another to the Aid
Committee. First, the Russian High Command expelled the Jews of the neighboring
Kovno Province on May 18. The Aid Committee had developed enough
organizational sophistication by this time that it was able to respond to the
convergence of tens of thousands of refugees on Vilna. Nevertheless, the expulsion
stretched its resources, using up the money accumulated in the recent fundraising
drive, making the Aid Committee once more totally dependent on Moscow and
Petrograd. Nearly every public building and synagogue became a temporary lodging
for refugees. Although some of the Kovno Jews succeeded in fleeing further east,
many remained in Vilna, and these tended to be the poorest. 52
As the Russian military went on to suffer one defeat after another, both
expulsions and voluntary flight from the war zone increased. While many refugees had
to make do with living conditions that were far from comfortable, the Aid
Committee‟s overall success in handling the greatest humanitarian crisis to face
Vilna‟s Jewish community since the seventeenth century greatly increased its prestige
greatly in the eyes of the general populace. While the Aid Committee continued to
respect a division of labor vis-à-vis the Tsedakah Gedolah, whereby the former
provided for refugees and the latter for locals in need of charitable help, the
Committee‟s relative success nonetheless positioned it as an alternative source of
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authority to the Tsedakah Gedolah. As the role of the Committee would begin to move
from relief to politics, this prestige would be both an asset and a burden.
The Russian Evacuation and the Reorganization of Jewish Institutions, August –
September 1915
After the fall of Warsaw to a joint German and Austro-Hungarian offensive on
July 22/August 4, the Tsar‟s Army chose to abandon Poland completely and withdraw
eastward to a line of fortresses running north-south from Riga to Lutsk. Yet on August
5/18, the supposedly impenetrable Kovno fortress fell to German forces. The Russian
military began preparations to abandon Vilna, and many of the city‟s residents
attempted to flee. In general, the wealthy and well connected could find places on the
overloaded trains and had confidence that they would be able to support themselves at
their final destinations. The poor, by contrast, mostly remained. Thus the evacuation
transformed the sociopolitical structure of Vilna as a whole, and of the Jewish
community in particular.
Flight from Vilna, although overwhelmingly a phenomenon of elite groups, cut
across ideological orientation, levels of formal education, and degrees of religious
observance, depriving the Jewish community of many of its leaders. Rabbi
Grodzienski fled, fearing that he would fall victim to the Russian Army‟s policy of
holding rabbis hostage in the war zone. 53 Elyason, who had arranged for the care of
the original Suvalki refugees, fled as well; he was followed by the two other gabaim of
the Tsedakah Gedolah: Yakov Parnes and Yisroel Bunimovitsh. Former members of
the Tsedakah Gedolah, such as Aryeh Nayshul and A. Lipets, who might have
otherwise stepped into the vacuum, fled as well. The Aid Committee, too, lost twenty53
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seven of its thirty-five members, including Yafe and Tsharni. 54 Thus rabbis, wealthy
communal leaders of the old sort, and Jewish political activists of the new kind all fled
Vilna.
The evacuation consequently had a devastating effect on the financing of
Vilna‟s Jewish charitable organizations. The narrow oligarchy from which gabaim
were generally chosen had not only managed philanthropy, but had funded a great deal
of it out of their own pockets. Now that they had left, bringing most of their wealth
with them, the maintenance of these institutions seemed almost impossible. To make
matters worse, the properties owned by the Tsedakah Gedolah, the rental of which
covered a significant portion of its budget, had been generating less and less income
since the war began. The Aid Committee, for its part, would be completely cut off
from Moscow and Petrograd the moment German forces arrived. During the chaotic
weeks of evacuation, Tsemakh Shabad traveled to Petrograd to petition EKOPO for
assistance; he returned shortly before the Germans took the city with 50,000 rubles in
cash stuffed under his shirt. (Vilna‟s banks had ceased to operate and wire transfer was
no longer possible.) 55
The End of Russian Rule and the Arrival of the Germans, August – September
1915
In the period between the mass flight of August 1915 and the year‟s end,
Jewish communal politics underwent a major transformation in a series of small steps.
The defining moment came with the capture of Vilna by the German 10 th Army on
54
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September 5/18. It was not at all clear to the remnants of the Jewish leadership how
long the Germans would stay, how they would go about governing the civilian
population, or what attitudes they would have toward Jews. Nor had the German
military formulated its own occupation policies. Thus various institutions had to
reorganize on their own initiative.
The most urgent task facing both the Tsedakah Gedolah and the Aid
Committee was the replacement of their departed directorates. In the absence of
Grodzienski, Rabbi Isaac Rubinstein, Vilna‟s Government Rabbi, took the initiative in
recreating the Tsedakh Gedolah. (Rubinstein‟s biography and wartime role will be
discussed at length below.) He gathered together Rabbi Hanokh-Henekh Eyges, a
rabbi second in prestige only to Grodziesnki, and three prominent businessmen:
Nahman Rachmilewitz, Shoel Levin, and Binyomin Epshteyn. These five became the
new directors of the Tsedakah Gedolah. 56 Although this body still included well-to-do
merchants, it violated the traditional division of labor between the rabbinate and the
lay leadership by including members of both. Furthermore, two members, although
staunchly Orthodox, had received higher secular education – unusual for Tsedakah
Gedolah‟s prewar board. Rubinstein had attended the Moscow University in order to
qualify for the position of Government Rabbi; Rachmilewitz had obtained a doctorate
in chemistry from the University of Heidelberg. 57 Thus although the new Tsedakah
Gedolah remained a conservative body, the evacuation had reduced the domination of
the old oligarchy.
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The Aid Committee underwent a similar transformation, whereby participants
whose roles had previously been peripheral became key players. The eight remaining
members selected ten new ones to replace those who had fled. The re-constituted Aid
Committee consequently elevated to prominence professionals and other individuals
with formal secular education – further weighting its membership toward a newer
cohort of community leaders. It included five physicians (including Wygodski, its new
chairman), Rosenbaum, and Rubinstein. It also gave an even greater role to those
involved in Zionism and Jewish socialism. Rosenbaum, in Yafe‟s absence, was
Vilna‟s leading Zionist and acted as a voice for Zionism in communal affairs. Another
member of the Committee, Yosef Izbitiski (B. Mikhalevitsh), had been active in the
Bund since its founding in 1897. Since 1912, he had worked on the editorial staff of
the leftist Yiddish newspaper Di tsayt in St. Petersburg. The Bund leadership decided
in August 1915 to send Izbitski to Vilna to engage in socialist agitation under German
occupation.58
The leaders of the reconstituted Aid Committee took advantage of the new
situation to engage in what they saw as a new kind of Jewish politics. As opposed to
the traditional backdoor approach of shtadlanim (intercessors), who used personal
connections with government officials to petition for Jewish concerns, they hoped to
openly and proudly demand just treatment for the Jewish people. Rather than avoid
open confrontation with the government at all costs, they were willing to engage in
controversy if they deemed it necessary. One of their most fundamental demands was
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that Jews not only receive equal treatment with non-Jews as individuals, but also
receive rights as a people. That is, they favored some form of Jewish national
autonomy. Finally, they wanted to replace the old oligarchic rule with democratic
Jewish institutions, including popularly elected leaders who conducted communal
affairs following principles of openness and accountability. 59 Although some of these
goals remained as beyond reach under German rule as under Russian, the war created
a situation in which the new leadership could experiment with the new politics,
resulting in de facto Jewish national autonomy.
The Status of the Jews in the First Months of Ober Ost Rule, September –
December 1915
Although the impetus for autonomy came largely from Vilna‟s communal
leaders themselves, a specific set of political and economic circumstances made this
effort possible. Under German rule, Vilna became part of a territory known as Ober
Ost. The origins of this “quasi-state” (to use Wiktor Sukiennicki‟s term) 60 lay in the
German High Command‟s 1914 appointment of Paul von Hindenburg to the position
of Oberbefehlshaber Ost (Supreme Commander in the East), responsible for the
coordination of several German Armies on the Eastern Front. In August 1915, an
agreement between Austria-Hungary and Germany placed most of Congress Poland,
recently overrun by the two Emperors‟ forces, under a civilian administration known
as the Generalgouvernment Warschau. Hindenburg and his second-in-command,
Erich Ludendorff (generally thought to have played the leading role in the duet), felt
59
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this decision had robbed them of rule of land their own military ingenuity had won for
Germany. When in subsequent weeks their troops penetrated even deeper into Russian
territory, they arranged for these most recently occupied areas to remain under their
direct control. 61
After the frontlines became fixed to the east of Vilna in October, Ludendorff
set about constructing an administrative apparatus for what he termed his
“kingdom.”62 In addition to the normal military system for managing rear areas, Ober
Ost had its own bureaucracy for governing the native populations. The multiple
interlocking layers of governance were quite complex, and did not remain static over
the course of the war, but need not be explained in detail here. Similarly, long-term
plans for the Ober Ost territories – including various schemes for annexation,
Germanization, and population transfer – had relatively little bearing on day-to-day
Jewish politics in Vilna. 63A few general facts about Ober Ost ought to be kept in
mind: first, its administrative structure gave a great deal of authority to officials at the
local level.64 Particularly in the initial months of occupation, before Ober Ost‟s central
administration worked out policies on various issues, local officials improvised
considerably, lending a bottom-up quality to decision making. Ober Ost also remained
relatively insulated from influence on the part of the German civilian government or
even the military High Command. 65 After Hindenburg and Ludendorff left for Berlin
in August 1916 to take over the High Command itself, they became virtual dictators
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Germany and were thus in a position to isolate Ober Ost from civilian interference
almost completely. Hindenburg‟s replacement as Supreme Commander in the East,
Prince Leopold of Bavaria, delegated most issues concerning the local population to
his Chief of Staff, Max Hoffmann, who had previously been Hindenburg‟s own thirdin-command, thus ensuring general policy continuity until the end of the war. 66
Ober Ost‟s most urgent priority was to exploit the human and natural resources
of the occupied territories to the maximum possible extent. Prior to the outbreak of
war, Germany depended on imports of grain and other foodstuffs from abroad. Once
the war began, Germany ceased to be able to receive shipments of grain either from
Russia or from overseas, while France and Britain could rely on virtually unlimited
supplies delivered to their Atlantic ports. The food-supply problem became one of the
war‟s major strategic issues, and had already become a grave concern for Germany by
the fall of 1915. Ober Ost‟s economic officers sought to get the most out of the local
population by requisitioning grain and other raw materials and by severely restricting
trade. These policies magnified the impoverishment of Vilna exponentially. However,
Ober Ost did not wish to allow the locals to starve to death. In addition to whatever
moral or legal qualms administrators might have had, and the important issue of
Germany‟s image in the eyes of neutral countries, Germany also had a vital interest in
utilizing the local labor force at a time when every able-bodied German male was
needed either at the front or in munitions factories. Furthermore, Ober Ost officials
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lived in constant fear of epidemics – the inevitable result of widespread malnutrition –
which would almost certainly spread from natives to German military personnel. 67
In order to uphold their economic policies on the one hand, and prevent
unchecked humanitarian catastrophe on the other, Vilna‟s German administrators
encouraged the efforts of existing relief networks. EKOPO and its local affiliates
constituted but one example of numerous relief institutions throughout Russia
organized along ethnic and religious lines. While Jews had been the specific targets of
numerous expulsions in wartime Russia, hundreds of thousands of Russian subjects of
all ethnicities had fled their homes as the frontlines drew near, had their homes
destroyed in the fighting, or even been forcibly expelled by orders from the military.
Given the geography of the war, Poles and Lithuanians made up a disproportionate
number of war refugees, and had their own relief committees in Vilna and in the cities
of the Russian interior. Like Jewish relief organizations, these groups relied on aid
from their brethren living in neutral lands. 68 Thus, parallel to the JDC, the Comité
général des victimes de la guerre en Pologne, chaired by the author Henryk
Sienkiewicz and based in Vevey, Switzerland, channeled funds from the United States
to Poles suffering from the deprivations of war. 69
Now that Vilna was cut off from such Russian institutions as the Tatiana
Committee, the VSG, and the VZS, local ethnic relief committees were the sole source
of support for both thousands of refugees of various nationalities and the growing
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population of native poor. For Germany, these committees provided a way to fend off
humanitarian crisis while extracting everything it could from the land and its people,
and thus Ober Ost did everything in its power to facilitate the transfer of funds from
relief organizations abroad to the local committees. 70
The system of relief had broad political consequences for Vilna. The ability of
relief committees to provide basic social services at a time of need increased their
authority with the population. At the same time, Ober Ost, dependent on the ability of
these committees to bring in funds from abroad, had to cooperate with them and grant
them official recognition. The situation also increased individuals‟ sense of ethnic
affiliation, since one had to identify as a member of a particular group to benefit from
that group‟s philanthropic activities. This was particularly true for Lithuanians, 71 and
probably for Belarusians as well, since these groups had the least-developed national
movements at the time.
The increased importance of the national committees coincided with major
demographic changes that occurred in Vilna during the first year of war. During the
evacuation, Vilna‟s sizeable ethnic Russian population – consisting mostly of military
personnel and members of the bureaucracy – left the city. The refugees who entered
the city, on the other hand, included many villagers, who tended to be Lithuanian or
Belarusian. Consequently, although Jews and Poles remained Vilna‟s two largest
ethnic groups, Lithuanians and Belarusians replaced Russians as the most numerically
significant minorities. 72
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Gradually, Ober Ost began to shape a distinctive nationality policy, as
Ludendorff and the men around him became familiar with the diverse territory they
had begun to rule. Hoping that after the war parts of Ober Ost would be annexed to
Germany or become part of a cordon sanitaire separating Germany from Russia, they
sought to undermine future Russian claims to the area. Therefore, they encouraged the
national consciousness of the local population in order to affirm the area‟s nonRussian character. Ober Ost‟s administrators were well aware, however, that national
aspirations could backfire, leading to resistance to or even revolt against German rule.
They thus strictly circumscribed most political activity outside the necessary day-today activities of the relief committees. 73
The confluence of these three factors – demographic change, relief, and
German nationality policy – created a situation that militated in favor of official
recognition of Jews as a distinct nationality. If Vilna‟s Jews identified as anything but
Jewish, it was as Russian: Russian was the predominant non-Jewish language of
Vilna‟s Jews; the acculturated bourgeoisie and intelligentsia spoke Russian in their
homes, admired Russian literature and culture, and viewed themselves, if not as
ethnically Russian, as part of a cosmopolitan Russian culture that included members of
numerous nationalities throughout the Empire. Now that Russian Vilna had
disappeared, the German regime wished to discourage any sort of Russianness; Jews
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already had their own independent relief organizations and non-Jewish relief
organizations did not see Jews as part of their constituencies. As a result, the only
viable option was to recognize Jews as a distinct ethnic group.
Two problems arose during the early days of occupation that gave the new
Jewish leadership, now dominated by nationalists of various stripes, the opportunity to
put their political ideals into practice. Shortly after their arrival, German soldiers hung
a proclamation on the walls of the city announcing Germany‟s benevolent intentions
toward the local population. Such posters would become the essential tool of
communication between the authorities and the populace. This particular bulletin
contained the same text in Russian, German, Polish, Lithuanian, and Belarusian, but
not in Yiddish. The absence of Yiddish posed a practical problem, since a large
portion of Vilna‟s Jews could read Yiddish, but were illiterate in the other languages
(even if they understood them orally). As new posters began to appear that carried
various ordinances, and threatened severe punishments for noncompliance, the
language barrier presented a serious problem for the Jewish masses. Furthermore, the
nationalist Jewish leadership saw the exclusion of the Jewish language as a slight to
national pride. 74
One particular ordinance proved a major source of discontent among the
Jewish populace: that all local shops should remain open on Saturdays, to maximize
the opportunity of German soldiers to purchase goods. 75 For Jewish shopkeepers and
clerks – a generally observant group – this assault on Sabbath observance presented a
fundamental threat to traditional religious life. Although the new leadership of the Aid
74
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Committee tended to be nonobservant, they saw it as their duty to protect the interests
of the broader Jewish population and saw the Saturday regulation as an insult to the
Jewish people; similarly, the members of the Aid Committee mostly could read
Russian (among other non-Jewish languages) with ease, but felt it their duty to take a
stand for Yiddish.
The issues of language and the Sabbath were the most prominent among
several that led the Aid Committee to delegate Wygodski and Rachmilewitz to petition
the authorities for redress. Although Wygodski and Rachmilewitz met with some
hostility on the part of certain officials, overall these initial contacts were successful.
Jewish shopkeepers were granted permission to close their stores for most of the day,
and later for the entire day, on Saturdays and Yiddish texts of regulations appeared on
notices (while Russian disappeared). As Wygodski was chairman of the Aid
Committee, and Rachmilewitz a board member of both the Tsedakah Gedolah and the
Aid Committee, these interventions established the position of the Aid Committee as
the political representative of Vilna‟s Jews. As will be discussed in subsequent
chapters, Wygodski‟s interventions also allowed for the creation of Yiddish-language
schools, theater, and a newspaper. 76
Following these initial interventions, the German officials responsible for
Vilna began holding regular meetings with representatives of the local population.
These meetings were purely consultative in nature; there was no pretense of giving the
natives any sort of power over decision-making. Rather, their purpose was to allow
Ober Ost administrators to become familiar with the land they now ruled and the
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needs of its inhabitants. Present at the meetings were representatives of each of
Vilna‟s four national groups, with Wygodski and Rachmilewitz once again
representing the Jews. Although these meetings ceased after the first few months of
occupation, they further established the principle of governance through national
groups and recognition of a Jewish nation, and the Aid Committee‟s role as
representative of the Jewish people as a whole. 77
Much more urgent than these political problems, however, loomed the
humanitarian crisis facing both the Aid Committee and the Tsedakah Gedolah. Vilna‟s
economy, having suffered general decline over the previous decades, and more severe
problems – particularly inflation – since the outbreak of war, now ceased to function.
As the front neared Vilna, the city became completely cut off from the surrounding
world, bringing trade to a standstill. During the evacuation, Vilna‟s few factories were
dismantled and the equipment sent to Russia, in keeping with the Russian Army‟s
scorched earth policy. Furthermore, the flight of the city‟s wealthiest residents, both
Jewish and non-Jewish, robbed it of most of its capital. Finally, the large refugee
population had not been reintegrated into the local economy, and remained dependent
on charity. Thus, by the time the German army entered Vilna, its economy had been
completely paralyzed, with effects that were particularly severe for the Jewish
population, given their traditional concentration in trade and crafts. Many hoped that
the arrival of the Germans would mean a resumption of trade with Poland and Kovno,
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or at least with the immediate vicinity, but in fact, movement became even more
restricted.78
Immediately after the Russian evacuation, Jews had begun to beleaguer the
Tsedakah Gedolah, various smaller charitable institutions, and Rabbi Rubinstein
personally with requests for help. Large numbers of non-refugees also turned to the
Aid Committee for assistance. Although it expanded some of its activities to provide
for the entire local population, it continued to restrict most of its endeavors to caring
for the refugees. Occasionally, this discrimination led to violence between refugees
and locals.79 The Tsedakah Gedolah, for its part, continued to run its own
overburdened network of institutions. As a response to the growing poverty, it had
begun granting hundreds of exemptions from the tax on kosher meat (known as the
korobka), which for centuries had been its key source of income. 80 While these
exemptions allowed struggling families to afford meat, they further diminished the
Tsedakah Gedolah‟s income.
It quickly became clear to the directors of Vilna‟s Jewish charitable institutions
that they could not keep up with the demands facing them. At the same time, the
overall economic situation showed no sign of improving. In December, Bernhard
Kahn and Paul Nathan, the leaders of the Hilfsverein der deutschen Juden (“Relief
Organization of German Jews”) arrived in Vilna on a fact-finding mission through
Germany‟s newly acquired territories. The conquest of vast swaths of western Russia
78
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by the German military had greatly increased the ability of the Hilfsverein to carry out
its original mission of providing philanthropic assistance for, and protecting the civil
rights of, Russian Jewry. Kahn and Nathan presented community leaders with some
funds from the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee (JDC). They promised
that further contributions would arrive, to be brought by Rabbi Dr. Sali Levi, a Jewish
chaplain attached to the headquarters of the 10 th Army.81
The Formation of the Central Committee, January – February 1916
On December 26 1915/January 8 1916, Levi made his visit to Vilna, and called
a meeting of the representatives of seventeen local charitable organizations, including
the Tsedakah Gedolah and the Aid Committee, as well as Dr. Grigorii Gershon of the
Home for the Elderly (Moshav zekenim), Eliyahu Sofer of Mishmeret holim (a sort of
hospice), Klebanov of Hilf durkh arbet (“Relief through Work,” which provided
technical training for Jewish craftsmen), and Shabad in his capacity as representative
of the Vilna chapter of the OPE and the local organization Kinder-farzorgung (“Care
for Children”). Thus, the group he assembled consisted of both traditional charities
and newer, often formerly St. Petersburg-based, institutions. In a nod to labor politics,
Yosef Tsipkin also attended as a representative of the professional unions. Levi‟s
recent visits to other occupied Jewish communities had led him to the conclusion that
they suffered from woeful disorganization, and he believed it was his task to help them
create a clearly defined structure of communal governance. 82 To this end, he explained
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to the representatives of the charities that it was crucial that there be a single address
to which American monies could be delivered, and encouraged these leaders to
organize themselves into a Central Committee that would take responsibility for
distributing funds through existing institutions. The group agreed, and selected a
thirteen-member committee to play this role. 83
Four days later, the Central Committee held its first meeting. It elected officers
and sub-committees: Rabbi Rubinstein was made chairman and a four-member
Control Commission was selected to deal with everyday affairs. However, the Central
Committee saw a much grander role for itself than simply as a conduit for funds, or a
mere link in a chain that began with local Jewish organizations in the United States,
went through the JDC to the Hilfsverein, then through the Central Committee, and
finally to established Vilna charities. Instead, the Central Committee decided to act as
the sole political representative of the Jewish people of Vilna, both vis-à-vis the
German government and vis-à-vis the city‟s non-Jewish population. Wygodski,
Rachmilewitz, and others who had acted as the Jewish political leadership in their
capacity as members of the Aid Committee now did so as members of the Central
Committee, on which they sat as well. To this end, the Central Committee established
a five-member governing commission, of whom three members would be responsible
for relations with the German government and two for relations with the municipal
government, which remained intact despite the change in regime, and continued to be
dominated by ethnic Poles. 84 Despite the numerous roadblocks the Central Committee
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would face over the coming years, and the extremely narrow realm of political
operation allowed it by Ober Ost, it succeeded in functioning, in practical terms, as an
institution of Jewish communal autonomy.
This successful bid for Jewish political autonomy in Vilna has largely been
overlooked by existing historiography, although Vilna‟s Jewish leaders produced a
vast body of written material in which they repeatedly touted their achievement. In
part, this absence is due to the overall neglect of World War I by Jewish historians. It
also stems from important differences in the ways in which Germany ruled various
occupied territories. A German ordinance issued in 1916 regarding Jewish communal
organization applied to the General Government (a territory roughly corresponding to
the Congress Kingdom), but had no bearing on the territory of Ober Ost, which never
articulated an official Jewish policy. 85 A group of German Orthodox rabbis, by
lobbying German officials and building good relations with local rabbinates, managed
to exercise a great deal of influence in Warsaw and Kovno, but had very little success
when they tried to intervene in Vilna. 86 Based on such examples as these, it is
generally assumed that Germany, through its various military and civilian organs, took
the same attitude toward Russia‟s Jews that it did to its own, recognizing them as a
confessional group but not as a separate nation. Finally, almost no attention has been
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paid to the parallel establishment of institutions of Polish, Lithuanian, and Belarusian
autonomy.87 Before looking at how this autonomy worked in practice, it is first
necessary to take a closer look at the new group of Jewish politicians who created it.
Jewish Vilna’s New Leaders
Steven Zipperstein and Ezra Mendelsohn have argued that wartime relief
activities prepared the Jewish leaders of the Russian Empire for political participation
in Revolutionary Russia and independent Poland respectively. Both recognize that
relief efforts provided a new opportunity for Jewish nationalists to participate in
communal politics. 88 But what experiences prepared these individuals for their roles in
relief organizations? This question is particularly salient for Vilna, which lost its
traditional plutocratic leaders (the gabaim of the Tsedakah Gedolah), its foremost
rabbinic leader (Grodzienski), and its most prominent practitioners of the new Jewish
politics (e.g., Yafe).
One of the most noticeable characteristics of the new leadership was the
predominance of educated professionals, in particular physicians. The thirteenmembers of the Central Committee included five doctors, one lawyer, and one
engineer. To this group must be added Dr. Avrom Virshubski, an active member of the
Aid Committee, the OPE, and a variety of Yiddish-language and Zionist cultural
activities, Dr. Yosef Epshteyn and Dr. Josef Regensburg, who played leading roles in
Hebraist and Zionist cultural activities, and Drs. Eliyahu Olshvanger, Imanuel Kohen,
and Sh. Potsher, all of whom sat on the Aid Committee during the occupation. If
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Vilna‟s Jewish communal life had been a plutocracy before the war, it became an
iatrocracy – rule by doctors – during the war.
One thing that united these professionals was that, by nature of their training,
they had all received formal, advanced secular educations. Obtaining higher education
almost always meant leaving the Pale of Settlement, and often living abroad. Many
had been introduced to radical politics during their student days. The gevirim who ran
the old institutions, by contrast, tended to be wealthy financiers and merchants, who
often had acquired their wealth without needing secular educations. For instance,
Yisroel Bunimovitsh, the pre-1915 chairman of the Tsedakah Gedolah, received no
schooling past his thirteenth birthday; besides heder and a brief stint in a kloyz (a small
synagogue that also functioned as an informal yeshivah), he had received only some
rudimentary instruction in secular subjects and the Russian language from a private
tutor. His authority stemmed in part from his wealth and in part from his connections
with high-placed Russian officials that he acquired while pursuing his career as a
banker.89 Under German rule, however, these connections could only have served as a
liability. On the other hand, advanced secular education often came with some
knowledge of German, a crucial asset during the occupation. Wygodski and
Rachmilewitz had lived and studied in Vienna and Germany, respectively, and their
familiarity with the German language no doubt made them well suited to approaching
Ober Ost officials.
These professionals that rose to prominence during the war had much less in
common with the gevirim than they did with the career activists, journalists, and
intellectuals who had played key roles in the new Jewish politics that had developed
89
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since the 1880s. This latter group, together with the professionals, came to refer to
themselves as the “demokratishe inteligents” (“democratic intelligentsia”), a
designation that included Zionists, socialists, and diaspora nationalists. However, the
two groups ought not be conflated. The career activists – Yafe, Tsharni, Shmuel Niger,
and others - for the most part fled during the evacuation or beforehand. The remaining
journalists and intellectuals – Shemu‟el Leyb Zitron, A. Y. Goldshmidt, Moyshe
Shalit, and others – played important roles in Jewish life during the occupation, but
ultimately political activity remained the sphere of professionals.
These professionals, who, during the war, went from playing a marginal to a
dominant role in communal politics, gained some preparatory experience from the
open political activity that followed the 1905 Revolution, and from participation in
underground Zionist and socialist politics. 90 Wygodski and Rosenbaum were involved
in the local Zionist movement. Shabad had helped found the Jewish Democratic Group
in 1904-1905, and had been arrested for his activities during the 1905 Revolution. 91
Rachmilewitz had attended the founding conference of the Orthodox Agudat Israel in
Kattowitz in 1912. Dr. Wilhelm Zalkind, who sat on the Central Committee, had been
appointed to the Vilna City Council in 1909, and was the only sitting Jewish member
to remain during the occupation. 92 Many of these figures had also participated in the
1909 Kovno Conference, where a wide spectrum of Jewish leaders discussed national
autonomy and the reform and democratization of Jewish institutions.
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Much more important, however, than this early political participation was
participation in apolitical institutions of civil society. Such institutions could provide
important experience in organization, attending and supervising board meetings,
managing budgets, and delegating responsibility. (All tasks that resembled more the
day-to-day experiences of merchants and financiers than those of members of the free
professions.) The Bratoliubivoe obshchestvo (“Fraternal Society”), founded in 1901 by
a group of modernizing Jews in Vilna as an alternative to more traditional
philanthropic organizations, gave Shabad his first experience with fundraising, and
attracted Wygodski and many others to its activities. The Society primarily raised
funds for other Jewish communities within the Empire suffering from famine, fires,
and so forth, and had the full support of the Tsedakah Gedolah and several prominent
rabbis. 93 This apolitical charitable institution provided a stepping-stone to the relief
work of 1914-15, which in turn led to political activity under German occupation.
Other civic associations also contributed to the political education of the group
that emerged in 1915. Shabad served as Vilna‟s official representative to the 1902
OPE conference, and in 1908 he became the founding chairman of the OPE‟s Vilna
branch. He also played a leading role in the philanthropic organizations Kinderfarzorgung and Society for the Protection of the Health of the Jews (OZE), his
involvement in part stemming from his expertise as a physician. 94 In addition to these
Jewish civic associations, he also served as Vice-Chairman of Vilna‟s Medical Society
and its Anti-Tuberculosis League. (In the latter he became acquainted with Lithuanian
nationalist leaders Antonas Smetona and Jonas Vileińys, who would collaborate with
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the Jewish Committee during the war years.) 95 Wygodski, for his part, helped found
Vilna‟s “Jewish Doctors‟ Circle” in 1908, which was created to counteract efforts by
Polish doctors to exclude their Jewish colleagues from certain areas of practice. 96
These civic activities in some ways provided much better preparation for the
tasks of relief and day-to-day governance that confronted Vilna‟s new leadership
during the war years than either pre-1905 underground politics or post-1905 party
politics. Civil society also created a realm of public interaction that brought together
individuals of different political orientations to work toward a common goal. The
success of wartime autonomy was predicated on the ability of communal leaders to
present a united front despite differences of party ideology. The Vilna Aid Committee
of the end of 1915 brought together the Bundist operative Yosef Izbitski, the Agudist
Rachmilewitz, the Mizrachi (Orthodox Zionist) Rubinstein, the secular Zionist
Rosenbaum, and the diaspora nationalist Shabad. The non-party organizations that
existed before 1914 set a precedent for this kind of collaboration.
The ability of the Central Committee to serve as the official representative of
Vilna‟s Jews during the occupation years depended both upon its recognition on the
part of the German administration, and upon the Committee members‟ organizational
abilities – but it also depended upon the authority of the Committee in the eyes of the
Jewish populace. The Committee‟s legitimacy had no constitutional or legal basis. On
an individual level, the authority of the professionals that dominated it perhaps
stemmed from their professions themselves. Prior to World War I, most of Vilna‟s
Jews knew Shabad not as a politician, social activists, or scholar of diabetes, but as a
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physician who had cured them or their friends and family members. Shabad was well
known even in the shtetlekh surrounding Vilna, and other doctors often referred
particularly difficult cases to him. 97 The fact that Shabad was an internist, rather than a
specialist, meant that he treated a particularly broad section of the population. The
need for medical treatment united Jews of all social, political, and religious
classifications. 98
For other physicians with important leadership roles, the connection between
their professions and their positions was even more direct. Dr. Gershon, for instance,
joined the Central Committee in his capacity as director of the Jewish Old Age Home
and Dr. Zalkind in his capacity as director of the Jewish Hospital. This link between
professional experience and leadership was not limited to doctors. Rosenbaum, for
example, had run the Aid Committee‟s legal department during the first year of the
war, giving pro bono legal advice to countless refugees. 99
Doctors, engineers, statisticians, and other experts had played an increasingly
visible role in Russian political life since the end of the nineteenth century. Extensive
discussion took place within Russian intellectual and political circles of the role of
such professionals, who came to be known as the “Third Element.” Members of the
Third Element wished to dedicate their professional abilities to assisting the zemstva
(rural councils) and municipal councils in the task of governing. (In this scheme, the
97
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First Element was the Imperial Government and the Second Element semi-democratic
local governments.) During the explosion of eager activity by the VZS and VSG
during World War I, the Third Element thought its chance had finally come. There are
clear parallels between the wartime rise of the Third Element and internal Jewish
politics of Vilna. For instance, Dr. G. D. Romm became involved in directing public
kitchens and food cooperatives in 1914-15 ostensibly because of his medical
knowledge of nutrition. But for Vilna‟s Jews, the Third Element did not simply play a
consultative role: rather they themselves were the government. 100
An even more useful comparison may be made to the non-Jews of Vilna, for
whom a very close connection also existed between relief work and political activity.
Here too, professionals played a dominant role in wartime leadership. The Lithuanian
lawyers Smetona and Vileińys, and the physician Jonas Basanavičius, led Vilna‟s
Lithuanians under German occupation and founded the Lithuanian state after the war‟s
end. Several engineers, such as former City Council President Michał Węsławski, as
well as the lawyer Wróblewski and the physician Boguszewski represented the Polish
community alongside the more traditional leadership of Count Lubenski and members
of the clergy. 101 It is also worth noting that a more global trend was also at work that
connected the free professions, philanthropy and politics. Herbert Hoover, an
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engineer, took charge of American relief efforts for civilians during and after World
War I before serving as U.S. Secretary of Commerce from 1921 to 1928.
In addition to the professionals, another figure stepped out from the sidelines
during World War I to play a major role in Jewish communal politics: Isaac
Rubinstein. Rubinstein had belonged to small group of Orthodox yeshivah students
who had become interested in pursuing the position of Government Rabbi since the
end of the nineteenth century. 102 He was born in the shtetl of Dotnuva in 1880 and
studied in yeshivot in Kovno, Slutsk, and Volozhin, developing a reputation as an iluy
or genius. He also mastered Russian and went on to acquire a secondary education as
an extern, and studied at the University of Moscow. In 1905, he received his first
rabbinic position as rabbi of Gonichesk in the Crimea. Five years later, at
Grodzienski‟s encouragement, he sought election as Government Rabbi of Vilna. The
idea of a traditionally religious Government Rabbi was very novel at the time and the
election was fiercely contested. Grodzienski, a devoted promoter of Orthodoxy,
wished to seize this position from the hands of the maskilim, who campaigned
vigorously for their own candidate. Previously, Vilna‟s religious rabbis had supported
one candidate over another with varying success, but never before had they had a
candidate from among their own. With his impressive dark beard, tall stature, and
reputation for Talmudic erudition – as well as the unanimous backing of the religious
rabbinate – Rubinstein carried the votes of the traditionally minded masses.

102

Since the state-sponsored seminaries had been abolished, anyone with a university education was
eligible for the role. Ya„akov Mazeh, for instance, a rabbi possessing both traditional ordination and
higher secular education, and (also like Rubinstein) a devoted religious Zionist, became Government
Rabbi of Moscow. Nonetheless, the city (like Vilna) continued to have a “religious rabbi” as well, in the
person of Shemu‟el Rabinovitsh.

79

Rubinstein took his position seriously, and acted in ways no Government
Rabbi ever had, although he deferred to the more tsedek in decisions of Jewish law
and was overshadowed by Grodzienski in the public eye. He alternated between giving
the Sabbath sermon at the Great Synagogue (previously viewed as the traditional
rabbinate‟s turf) and Taharat ha-kodesh, managing to please both constituencies, the
former accustomed to viewing the Government Rabbi as a mere bureaucratic official
and the latter initially wary of an Orthodox rabbi who had stolen, as it were, the
position from the hands of the maskilim. Rubinstein also refused to attend weddings
and circumcisions, lest he be seen as favoring some congregants over others. 103 The
war gave him new opportunities as a political leader.
Two incidents occurred during the first year of the war that earned Rubinstein
little less than a heroic reputation among Vilna‟s Jews. In 1915, he gave a public
eulogy for his assistant in Yiddish, even though public use of the language was strictly
circumscribed by wartime regulations, and ignored the attempt of a police official to
stop him. Later, when rumors spread that Jews would be expelled from Vilna as they
had been from Kovno, he arranged an audience with General Mikhail Alekseev at
General Headquarters, and urged him to prevent such an order from being issued.
Regardless of whether an expulsion would have been carried out absent his
petitioning, Vilna‟s Jews widely credited him with their salvation. 104
When Grodzienski fled Vilna prior to the arrival of the Germans, Rubinstein
gained a tremendous amount of authority among Vilna‟s Jews, and many saw him
essentially as Grodzienski‟s temporary replacement. Just as people had gone to
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Grodzienski for help during the refugee crisis, people went to Rubinstein during the
first difficult months of German occupation. 105 He sat on the Aid Committee,
reorganized the Tsedakh Gedolah after the flight of the gabaim, and served as
Chairman of the Central Committee from its inception until the creation of the
democratic Kehilah. In part, he might have been chosen for this role because of Rabbi
Levi‟s bias toward a German-style confessional model of communal organization, and
in part because it seemed natural to the German authorities to recognize a rabbi as
head of the Jewish community. In this position, Rubinstein capitalized on the rare
degree of authority he had with a broad cross-section of the community. For the
secular elite, he was a rabbi who literally and figuratively spoke their language, not
only because of his secular education, but also because of his commitment to Jewish
nationalism (he was a supporter of the religious-Zionist Mizrachi movement) and his
willingness to resist the authorities when he viewed their demands as unjust or
unreasonable, even when it meant cooperating with the socialists, as during the forced
labor crisis.106 For religious members of the community, he was a Central Committee
member who shared their fundamental values and whom they could trust to support
their interests.
The Tasks of the Central Committee in the First Year of Occupation, January –
September 1916
The need to alleviate the physical suffering of the Jewish populace remained
the Committee‟s priority from the first day of its activities until its dissolution at the
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end of 1918. The reasons for Vilna‟s economic collapse were complex, and were
connected to worldwide wartime economic trends, Russia‟s own economic upheavals,
and the peculiarities of German occupation and the Pale of Settlement itself. Jews
suffered most of all from Ober Ost‟s Verkehrspolitik or “movement policy.” German
administrators used this term for a series of policies aimed at improving infrastructure,
preventing espionage, and restricting trade in order to better control the economy. 107 In
practical terms, Verkehrspolitik meant that it was extremely difficult for anyone to
leave or enter Vilna. Thus Jewish merchants could no longer travel to conduct
business, import goods to sell, or export goods to other towns; artisans found it
increasingly difficult to obtain raw materials. Furthermore, it became difficult even to
purchase grain and other foodstuffs from the countryside. Bread prices skyrocketed,
and the problem grew worse once the German Army began requisitioning grain. The
isolation that Vilna had suffered between August and October 1915 as a result of the
fighting thus continued as a result of movement policy. Any hopes that Jewish
merchants held of reconnecting with markets in Poland, or even of opening up new
markets in Germany, were quickly dashed.
The Central Committee dealt with the problem of poverty most directly by
supporting public kitchens. Some of these had already been in operation before the
war, or had been created for the sake of the refugees. They grew substantively in
number and size during the occupation. The Central Committee did not run most
directly, but followed its usual policy of distributing funds to quasi-independent
institutions. These kitchens generally charged a minimal fee; there were even “middleclass kitchens” for those who had some money but could not get by without assistance.
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Once Ober Ost developed a system of rationing, the distribution of bread cards among
Jews also became the business of the Central Committee. Yet, even after donations
from the Hilsfverein began to arrive regularly in February 1916, it was clear to the
Committee that charity alone could not keep Vilna fed indefinitely. 108
In order to relieve the pressure on charities, the Central Committee attempted
to get the poor out of the city. This strategy consisted of three separate endeavors. The
first was to resettle the refugees, when possible in their places of origin. At the
beginning of the occupation, some 22,000 Jewish refugees, and another 10,000 nonJewish ones, lived in shelters or temporary dwellings, or slept on the streets. As most
came from the Kovno and Suvalki Provinces, which were now part of Ober Ost, this
task did not require complex diplomacy. Nevertheless, the Committee had to convince
authorities to allow such resettlement, as well as work out logistical issues. The effort
was ultimately a success: by the fall of 1916, the number of Vilna‟s Jewish refugees
had dwindled to around 5,000 and the number of its Christian refugees had been
reduced to almost zero. The government even provided free train passage for some of
the returnees. By early 1917, only about one thousand Jewish refugees remained,
mostly those whose hometowns had been destroyed in the fighting, or who had come
from places to the east which were now very close to the front. The resettlement
benefitted the refugees themselves, since conditions were better almost anywhere
besides Vilna. Resettlement also benefitted the Committee, by lowering the number of
its dependents. 109
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The next part of the Central Committee‟s strategy to get the poor out of Vilna
involved encouraging emigration. This effort brought more mixed results. In 1916,
Wygodski began petitioning the authorities for permission to create an Emigration
Office in Vilna to assist those wishing to leave for neutral countries. Although local
officials rejected the idea, they did allow for over two thousand residents of Vilna,
almost all Jews, to leave for America. However, the plan backfired in that only
merchants who still had some money could afford to make the necessary
arrangements. Their departure (along with their capital and businesses) worsened the
situation for the Jewish community as a whole. Soon the Germans too saw that
emigration would only result in their being left with a city full of beggars and ceased
granting exit visas by the year‟s end. 110 In any event, travel to America would have
soon become impossible, due to the resumption of unrestricted submarine warfare by
Germany and America‟s entry into the war.
The Committee also tried to settle Jews in the countryside, where there was in
fact a labor shortage. Although these plans did bring some limited success after much
effort, few Jews wished to work the land and even fewer had any experience with
agricultural work. While a symbolic victory for Jewish productivization, this project
did little to improve the overall situation. 111
Despite the fact that the Central Committee needed to devote most of its
energies to feeding its constituency, Shabad proposed in April 1916 to set aside 15%
of the funds it received via the Hilfsverein for cultural and educational activities.
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Existing cultural institutions had lost all sources of income – whether from tuition
payments, donors, or St. Petersburg-based organizations – and state sponsored schools
had evaporated; consequently support from the Committee was their only hope.
Shabad‟s suggestion set off intense debate; although at this point income from abroad
had become quite substantial, some believed it irresponsible to spend a single penny
on schools when people were at risk of starving. Shabad denounced this attitude as
“kartofl-psikhologye” (potato psychology) and warned of the social deterioration, and
particularly the impact upon youth, that could result from the combination of poverty
and a lack of any positive cultural influences. After several weeks of negotiation,
Shabad convinced the Committee to agree to devote 10% of its budget to education
and culture. The Committee adhered to this policy in the face of objections from the
Hilfsverein and JDC, considerable deterioration of the economic situation, and the
eventual reduction in income from abroad. 112
Forced Labor, Forced Loans, and the Limits of Communal Power, 1916-1917
A final possible path for getting poor Jews out of Vilna lay in finding them
work outside for them outside of city limits. The Central Committee‟s efforts to get
permission for Jewish craftsmen (of whom there had been a surplus even before the
war) to travel to towns and villages that could use their services for the most part
failed.113 However, in early 1916, Germany began importing factory workers and
craftsmen from the occupied territories to make up for the looming manpower
shortage brought on by the unprecedented scale of the war. The Committee seized
upon this opportunity, and did what it could to arrange for unemployed Jews to be sent
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to Germany. Workers were given contracts, usually guaranteeing housing and pay, and
the general impression in Vilna was that their fate was better than that of those who
remained.114
Sending workers to Germany brought only marginal benefit to Vilna Jewry.
Wygodski became convinced that German officials were systematically choosing
Catholics over Jews for work at German factories, and blamed antisemitism on the
part of both German officials and directors of factories that were hiring in workers. He
also blamed efforts on the part of Polish communal leaders to influence German
officials to grant priority to unemployed Poles. When Wygodski complained to Ober
Ost authorities, they replied that Jews had been misrepresenting themselves as
possessing skills they did not have and that Poles were more likely to be fit for the
kinds of work for which they were needed. 115 Thus the Central Committee‟s efforts to
send Jewish worker to Germany had only limited success, and most of Vilna‟s Jews
remained unemployed or underemployed.
Early in 1916, the government called for the registration of residents of all
residents (regardless of nationality) who received aid through local relief committees,
along with information regarding their current employment, their fitness for physical
labor, and the number of their dependents and declared that anyone who remained
unemployed and receiving aid for over ten days would be recruited for forced labor.
Under the existing circumstances, the Committee saw this as an opportunity to
114
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ameliorate the overall economic situation and cooperated with registration. While
some Jews gave up on receiving aid (or found ways to game the system) out of fear of
being sent to work under uncertain conditions, others actually volunteered, thinking
that they would at least be guaranteed food and housing. The government, for its part,
granted numerous exemptions to those with large families to support and those it
deemed unfit for work. Thus little came of the initial registration. 116
Around mid-year, however, Ober Ost became more serious about forced labor.
In response, the Central Committee collaborated with the local Bund (which it
recognized as the official representative of Vilna‟s Jewish proletariat) in composing a
list of those Jews appropriate for forced labor. Thus, if the government did begin
forcible conscription for labor, it could be on the Committee‟s own terms. Wygodski
and equivalent leaders of other national groups entered into negotiations with
Bürgermeister Eichler, but failed to obtain any guarantees about the prospective
conditions of the laborers, nor did they manage to secure a better salary than the
proposed 30 pfennig per day. Nevertheless, when mass conscription for labor
battalions began that summer, local leaders continued to see cooperation as their best
course of action. 117
A few weeks later, reports began to trickle back from the workers. They lived
in crowded barracks or in labor camps, received extremely meager rations, and
engaged in heavy physical labor from dawn to dusk – digging trenches, constructing
fortifications, building and repairing roads, and sometimes doing agricultural work.
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Supervisors severely restricted contact with families and maintained discipline with
corporal punishment. Leaders of all four ethnicities became wary of further
cooperation in conscripting workers and the general populace did its best to avoid
registration. Late in October, armed policemen with dogs conducted an early-morning
search for able-bodied males and forcibly took them to join the battalions. On
November 6, the City Captain ordered that all men ages 17 to 60 appear for medical
examinations to determine their fitness for labor. Anyone willing to pay a substantial
fee could purchase a six-month exemption. Severe punishment was threatened for
anyone who did not appear within a four-day period.118
The order created massive upset among the people of Vilna, as well as among
the leaderships of all nationalities. The chairmen of the relief committees, along with a
variety of religious and community leaders (including the Catholic Bishop), held a
meeting to discuss how to best react. This joint council agreed to compose a
memorandum to Prince Leopold outlining the devastating effects mass-conscription
for forced labor would have on the local economy, which would ultimately do more
harm than good to the German war effort. Some participants, including Wygodski,
wished to encourage their respective constituencies to refuse to appear for medical
examinations. However, others objected to outright disobedience, and it was agreed to
neither encourage nor discourage cooperation. 119
Wygodski then obtained permission from the Central Committee to use its own
building for a subsequent meeting of the more radical leaders of the different
nationalities, including Izbitski and non-Jewish socialists. This group agreed to
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encourage an outright boycott. The calls for boycott were successful, in that on the
first two days of medical examinations, very few reported. Threats, searches, arrests,
and fines for disobedience broke the strike on the next few days, but many escaped
registration altogether. The strike failed in the immediate sense, and demonstrated the
limits of the Committee‟s power, but also some of its strengths. 120
First, the strike demonstrated that community leaders had enough authority
with the populace that the latter would listen to its calls for a strike. Second, Ober Ost
did not respond with full force, suggesting that it feared provoking massive unrest.
Police arrested Izbitski, but then released him. They called in Wygodski and
Rubinstein for questioning, searched their houses, and seized files from the Tsedakah
Gedolah, but arrested neither of the two. Similarly, the police released most of those
arrested during the strike, or at the very least reduced their sentences. The City
Captain issued an order on December 11, 1916 that all those who had not reported for
exams in November should do so now, and would be granted amnesty for their
previous disobedience. There was no protest movement this time, although community
leaders were able to negotiate reductions in the numbers conscripted. 121 It should also
be noted that as protests and flight from labor camps continued throughout Ober Ost,
the regime officially abandoned the use of labor battalions in September 1917,
although it allowed a few to function nonetheless. 122
By the time the forced labor confrontation came to a head, what would become
the next major confrontation with the authorities had already begun. Here the Jewish
leadership would be even less successful than during the forced labor fight. On
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September 14, 1916 City Captain Pohl – the senior German official in Vilna – had
issued an order demanding that the population purchase a total of 1 million Marks in
special bonds over the course of the following three months. If the people did not
purchase the designated sum by the prescribed deadlines, the remaining monies would
be extracted as fines. Thus, the “municipal loan” in effect became a kind of collective
taxation, and Polish and Jewish communal leaders became responsible for determining
how the purchasing of bonds would be distributed among Vilna‟s population. 123
Pohl agreed to hear various proposed schemes from Jewish and Polish leaders
about how to collect the loan, and even extended the deadlines several times. In this
situation, however, unlike during the forced-labor crisis, interethnic cooperation broke
down, since Poles and Jews were unable to reach a compromise about how to fairly
divide the burden between the two groups. Differences in their respective economic
structures, and the kinds of wealth each group possessed, proved a complicating
factor. To make matters worse, some of the better-off Jewish merchants refused to
cooperate with Wygodski‟s proposals. This problem typified the conundrum of
wartime Jewish autonomy: Ober Ost held the Central Committee responsible for the
Jewish community, but did not grant it the power to enforce its decisions. Wygodski
resorted to a strategy of foot-dragging, which eventually led to his arrest on March 31,
1917, after which he was sent to the Czersk prison camp in West Prussia, where he
remained until the end of the war. Rosenbaum then took charge of the matter, and
succeeded in delaying payment until July. Given the constant inflation, delay brought
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some benefits. But ultimately the power of the Committee to protect the Jewish
population was severely limited. 124
The Crisis of Authority, 1917-1918
In September 1916, Judah Magnes, a prominent American rabbi and a major
figure in the JDC, visited Vilna and met with the Central Committee, along with Rabbi
Levi. Magnes discussed a variety of issues with the group, and hinted that the
possibility of the United States joining the war on the side of the Allies was growing,
making clear that the result would be an end to subsidies from America. 125 The
subsequent winter brought terrible shortages of food, and thousands of Jews and
Christians died in Vilna, despite continued American aid. 126 Even from the translations
of official German press releases that could be read in the Vilna‟s Yiddish daily, it was
clear that Germany‟s great offensive at Verdun had failed, and that the war was no
closer to ending. Central Committee members began considering what could be done
to prevent total collapse.
In January 1917, Rubinstein called a meeting of the Central Committee along
with representatives of a variety of communal organizations – some eighty people in
total – and proposed that the group find a way to institute communal taxation, so that
the Committee could raise its own funds. Since 1906, a broad coalition of Jewish
political activists had been calling for replacing the meat tax with a system of
progressive income taxation to raise funds that could pay for a wide range of Jewish
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communal activities. 127 Given the general crisis, and the dependence of so many Jews
upon the Committee, the time seemed ripe for this reform. Although Rubinstein found
wide support for the proposal in theory, those present could not agree on how to put
such a scheme into effect. Two crucial issues emerged. First, there was serious
disagreement over whether they should call on the German authorities to enforce
Jewish communal taxation. Second, Shabad, Rosenbaum, and others questions the
Committee‟s authority to institute such a tax in the first place. They felt that only a
democratically elected organ, or at least one better representative of the people, could
legitimately tax its constituents. The failure of the Committee to protect Jews from
forced labor, growing discontent with its activities as the overall economic situation
worsened, and the splintering of its association of public kitchens all spoke to a
growing crisis of the Committee‟s authority. 128
The issue of self-taxation dragged out through the rest of 1917. A special
commission took up the matter, resolutions were passed and more assemblies were
held – but no progress was made. However, as a result of these deliberations, a major
reorganization took place. The Central Committee effectively declared itself
illegitimate and began negotiations for the creation of an expanded communal body.
Since elections were impossible – Ober Ost would not permit such open political
activity – the Committee arrived upon a system of indirect representation, whereby
delegates would represent different organizations and social groups. Thus there were
representatives of the city‟s melamedim, the kloyzn (small synagogues), property
owners, artisans, public kitchens, and so forth. The members of the original
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Committee remained by necessity, since the government recognized them as leaders of
the Jewish community.
The expanded communal body held its first meeting on May 24, 1917.
Rosenbaum and Shabad, having played a greater role in the Committee‟s affairs since
Wygodski‟s arrest, continued to lead. The new Committee brought in more members
of the old elite, such as Sh. Khelem, who had played a leading role in the Tsedakah
Gedolah since November 1915. It included even more physicians, as well. But it also
included new groups of individuals heretofore excluded from governance. While the
first year of the war had seen professionals and intellectuals rise to leadership status,
the new Committee opened its ranks to members of many classes. It even had one
female member, V. G. Getsov, the first woman to sit on Vilna‟s main communal
council.129
Of particular importance were the locksmith Shmuel Hurvitsh and the turner
Eliezer Kruk, leaders of the recently formed Jewish Handworkers‟ Union. Since the
beginning of the war, Hurvitsh and Kruk had been involved in organizing cooperatives
to alleviate some of the economic burdens on Jewish craftsmen. The two were
archetypal folks-inteligentn – working people with little formal education who avidly
read books and newspapers in Hebrew and Yiddish. Artisans had formed the base of
the Jewish community in Vilna since its inception, but wealthy merchants had always
ruled communal institutions. (Artisans‟ resentment of the elite largely fueled the
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famous eighteenth-century controversy over the Vilna rabbinic succession.) The new
Jewish Committee finally put this group on somewhat equal footing with others. 130
The reconstitution of the Committee revived it somewhat and, in turn, the new
Committee found ways to improve the material situation of Vilna Jewry, mainly by
obtaining government permission for the expansion of cooperatives that could
purchase goods from outside the city. Still, without funding from America, these
measures amounted to little, and living conditions continued to deteriorate until the
German capture of Riga in September, which was accompanied by a limited economic
recovery.131 In the fall, the Committee also chose to follow the example of the
mainstream leaderships of the other nations in boycotting the German attempt to
establish a Lithuanian Taryba (national assembly), on the grounds that it would merely
be an undemocratic puppet of the German Empire.132
Finally, in 1918, the Central Committee secured permission to hold democratic
elections for a Kehilah that would be officially recognized as the Jewish community‟s
governing body. The creation of the Kehilah was the culmination of the changes in
Jewish communal politics that began in 1914, with the entry of a new kind of figure
into relief efforts. The elections took place on December 25. By this time, the war had
been over for more than a month, German troops were preparing to leave Vilna, and
Polish legionaries on the one hand and the Red Army on the other were conspiring
with their respective contacts within the city to seize it before the other could. The
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Committee invited Jewish activist S. An-sky, who had recently arrived in Vilna, to
preside over the elections, playing the role of umpire among political parties. Soon
after, the Soviet occupation cut short the new council‟s activities, but it resumed
functioning after the Soviets left. Eventually, after the newly formed Polish state
incorporated Vilna into its border, it granted the Kehilah formal recognition under
Polish laws regarding Jewish communal governance. 133
The people who came to dominate the communal life in Vilna during the
interwar period continued to do so in the postwar period. Shabad was elected Kehilah
chairman in 1918, and remained active in communal politics, TOZ (the successor to
OZE), and Jewish education, helping to found YIVO. Wygodski, a marginal figure
before the war, continued to be seen by many as the leader of Jewish Vilna from his
return in April 1918 until his death at the hands of very different German occupiers in
1941. Along with Rachmilewitz and Rosenbaum, he briefly served as a minister in the
government of Lithuania after the war. (Rubinstein was offered a post as well, but
declined since it would mean leaving Vilna for Kovno.) Wygodski, Shabad, and
Rubinstein all served in the Polish Sejm (parliament), Senate, or both during the
interwar period. Hurvitsh and Kruk, too continued to play important roles as leaders of
Jewish artisans until their death in the Second World War. 134
The Rabbinate
In February 1916, when the new Central Committee had only recently begun
its activities, a triumphant feuilleton appeared in Vilna‟s Yiddish daily. The author,
writing under the pseudonym “Der Lomzsher,” began by lamenting the fact that the
133
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community had been abandoned by its leaders, who had fled Vilna during the
evacuation. However, he argued, the situation was not as bad as most people thought.
To those who were saying “How will the Jews of Vilna get by without Rabbi Hayim
Ozer [Grodzienski]?” the author replied, “The King is dead, long live the king!” In
other words, a new group of leaders had replaced those who had departed and Vilna‟s
Jews ought to rejoice in their new rule. This new group, according to Der Lomzsher,
truly represented the interests of the “folk” and, furthermore, helped show them that
they could survive on their own resourcefulness, without the help of the old elite. 135
Part of this changing of the guard involved an overall secularization.
Acculturated Jews replaced the gabaim, and did not necessarily defer to the traditional
rabbinate. Furthermore, the relatively liberal Rubinstein replaced the conservative
Grodzienski as the leading rabbinic figure in communal affairs. Although Wygodski,
Rosenbaum, Shabad, and Rachmilewitz took the lead in shaping Committee policy
and managing day-to-day affairs, Rubinstein‟s position as chairman was hardly
symbolic. He seems to have taken the lead on the issue of communal taxation and
conducted extensive correspondence with German authorities. He also gave special
attention to religious issues, fighting to maintain the integrity of the mikvah (ritual
bath) both when the German officials – as part of their anti-epidemic campaign –
sought to turn it into a public bath as well as when German plans to build a canal
threatened to divert necessary water. 136 He even led Vilna‟s rabbis in presenting a
declaration of support for certain aspects of the Zionist program to the German Zionist
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Organization.137 In general, however, he tended to keep himself detached from the fray
of partisan politics, rather than fight to advance organized Orthodox politics.
Not all members of the traditional rabbinate fled Vilna, and, despite
Rubinstein‟s enhanced role, they remained important authority figures, in ways not
limited to pure halakhic decision making. Hanokh-Henekh Eyges, the foremost of the
more tsedek after Grodzienski‟s departure, became the key representative of the
traditional rabbinate when it came to communal affairs. Me‟ir Karelits (brother of the
famous sage Avraham Yeshayah, known by his pseudonym Hazon Ish) devoted much
energy to keeping Talmud Torahs and other traditional educational institutions
functioning. In the fall of 1915, one of the first purchasing cooperatives was founded
with a rabbi‟s imprimatur, and in fact became known as “Rov Aron‟s kooperativ.”
New rabbis also arrived in Vilna among the refugees. 138
During the German occupation, Vilna‟s rabbis struggled to confront the
general crisis and to help their flock, while struggling with their diminishing authority
both with the lay leadership and with the community as a whole. Since the kloyzn
were regular gathering places for devout males, they became a kind of public sphere
for discussion of political, social, and economic issues. (It is likely that the lack of
work left people with more time to linger in the kloyzn.) As a consequence, kloyz
rabbis were exposed to the everyday complaints of their congregants, which often
became quite heated. As a result, rabbis played a reactive role, trying to respond to
their congregants‟ concerns through the traditional means at their disposal.
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As food shortages went from bad to worse in the fall of 1916, rabbis urged
those who could afford more than eight ounces of bread a day to eat no more than this
amount, and give the remainder to the truly poor. They called for a special day of
fasting and prayer, known as Yom kipur katan (“Minor Day of Atonement”). In order
to combat inflation, they issued a series of decrees against speculation and pricegouging, such as a prohibition on the buying or selling of fish at any prices higher than
those fixed by the government. The decrees proved as ineffective as the price controls
themselves. A few of the most pious refrained from buying fish altogether, thus
shortening the long queues for those who had ignored the decree. The rabbis revoked
the decree a few weeks later; others like it had similarly minimal impact. 139
In 1918, inflation became even more severe than before and many blamed
rampant smuggling and speculation. In response, the rabbis gathered in the Great
Synagogue in August and announced a ban (herem) on anyone who took grain out of
the city, accompanied by a dramatic ritual and the blowing of rams‟ horns. As most
smugglers were Jews, the ban might have been connected to a reported drop in prices
during the subsequent weeks, but the effects did not last. (One observer noted a
tendency to follow special decrees until just after the High Holidays. Once divine
judgment was finalized on Yom Kippur, people felt they no longer had to be on their
best behavior.) In November, rabbis issued another ban against moonshiners, on the
grounds that the use of limited supplies of grain for alcohol production was driving up
food prices. This also failed to have a significant effect on prices. 140
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The rabbis‟ failure to improve the lot of the people by enacting takanot and
gezerot (prescriptive and proscriptive decrees) and issuing bans suggests a decline in
rabbinic authority due to an intense crisis. Traditional rabbinic leadership simply could
not adequately address the problems of the war. However, this decline ought not to be
overestimated. When the rabbis issued the first ban, police prevented a large gathering
in the Great Synagogue; they issued the second ban, however, after Armistice, when
German rule had become much more lax. A large crowd filled the Synagogue and
overflowed into the surrounding courtyard, women wailed, and some bootleggers
pleaded for mercy before the rabbis. Although the ban had no practical consequences,
it had the moral effect of vindicating ordinary Jews‟ sense of injustice and
condemning those who were perceived to be at fault. 141
Although much of Vilna Jewry continued to look to the traditional rabbinate to
take the lead in addressing communal problems, the rabbinate found itself nearly
powerless to do so. The new lay leadership had great personal respect for Rabbi
Rubinstein, but it no longer deferred to the religious authority of the rabbis as such.
Furthermore, without the power that came with controlling the distribution of
charitable funds, and without the ability to command obedience to its rulings, the
rabbinate found its status greatly diminished. Vilna had changed much since the
summer of 1914, when Jews looked to Grodziesnki as the person most able to deal
with the refugee crisis. Upon his return to Vilna at the end of 1918, Grodzienski would
turn to a new kind of Orthodox politics he had cultivated while in the Russian interior,
based on a formally organized Orthodox political party competing in democratic
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Kehilah elections. 142 The changing of the guard in Vilna communal politics during the
German occupation had brought an end to the traditional division of labor between lay
and clerical leadership, in which the former ultimately respected the supremacy of the
latter. The system of communal governance that had guided Jewish Vilna in various
incarnations since the seventeenth century had become a casualty of war.
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CHAPTER 2: COMMUNITY AND CULTURE
During the period of German occupation, Jewish Vilna experienced an
explosion of gatherings, new organizations, and other forms of civil society. This
ferment of public life resulted in part from the wartime decline of the extensive
network of traditional religious associations that had been part of Jewish life in Vilna
since the medieval period. The disintegration of these institutions made room for new
ones; at the same time, old institutions also served as the basis for new kinds of
associations. These new associations became vehicles for new forms of Jewish culture,
often bringing to fruition projects that the modernizing intelligentsia had envisioned,
but never carried out, prior to the war. While the new associations reflected a broad
spectrum of ideological orientations, pulling Jews in different directions, they
simultaneously fostered and strengthened a Jewish sense of nationhood, bringing Jews
together as Jews rather than as part of a cosmopolitan Vilna culture.
This sudden growth occurred in connection with developments in communal
politics discussed in the previous chapter. First, the Central Committee formed in
January 1916 consisted of representatives of various civic associations, thus elevating
the status of such institutions. Second, the reorganization of the Central Committee in
May 1917 to represent a wider array of groups and associations was predicated on the
proliferation of new organizations; communal leaders felt that granting representation
to groups and associations was the best way to create popular representative
government in the absence of general elections. The Jewish political system thereby
legitimized the new Jewish civil society. Thirdly, the new communal leadership used
its position to help establish particular civic institutions (such as the Jewish press and
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Yiddish theater). Finally, the new leadership hoped to advance its agenda of the
modernization of Jewry through the cultivation of a new Jewish civil society.
The wartime actions of Jewish communal leaders alone did not bring about the
flowering of Jewish civil society. Economic circumstances also played a role by
undermining old civic associations and creating a need for cooperatives, trade unions,
and other new forms of socialization. Ober Ost policy too encouraged certain kinds of
activity, tolerated other kinds, and forbade much else. In particular, since Jewish
political parties (Zionists, Bundists, etc.) could not openly promote their ideologies as
such, social and cultural activities became an outlet for ideological expression. The
February 1917 Revolution in Russia provided a further impetus for this sort of cultural
politics.
This chapter explores changes in the ways Vilna‟s Jews came together as
members of separate communities and as a single Jewish community. Its primary
focus will be on institutions of civic society, but in examining these institutions, it will
take into consideration economic, social, and cultural aspects of wartime Jewish life,
as well as the interplay of Ober Ost policies with Jewish ideological trends. In
addressing cultural developments, it will focus not so much on the content of cultural
endeavors, but on their roll in forging a sense of Jewish community.
Jewish Associational Life in Vilna before World War I

Since the Middle Ages, a variety of fraternal associations, or hevrot, had
played an important role in Ashkenazic communal life. As Jacob Katz writes,
according to traditional Jewish religious attitudes that predominated at the time, “[a]ny
social diversion, even a friendly meal or the invitation of a friend to one‟s house
102

without an ostensible religious justification, was considered a waste of time and a
distraction from study” that could even bring “temptations to the sins of gossiping,
maligning, and quarreling.” (If a social gathering involved both men and women, it
was seen as an invitation to licentious behavior as well.) Yet these attitudes did not
mean that most Jews led dour lives of work, prayer, and study devoid of social
contact. Rather, they found justification for socialization in “the intertwining of social
diversion into the network of institutions whose religio-ethical function camouflaged
their secular aspects.”143 Hevrot served to bring people together for festive religious
meals (justified by an ever-expanding definition of what types of events required such
celebration), Talmud classes, prayer services, and other explicitly religious activities.
Many hevrot had their own small synagogue, or kloyz. Hevrot also functioned as
philanthropic organizations, associations of artisans (originally modeled after
Christian guilds), and societies founded to engage in specific religious activities, such
as the weekly study of a particular religious text. 144
By the late eighteenth century, Vilna could boast a large number of hevrot, and
it continued to do so at the beginning of the twentieth. While those who frowned upon
any social activity devoid of religious justification gradually ceased to set the standard
for the whole community, for many, life outside of family, home, and work continued
to center around hevrah and kloyz. (It is worth noting that membership in such
organizations did not preclude individuals from, for instance, attending Yiddish
theater or reading a Hebrew novel.) The processes of modernization and secularization
that began in the nineteenth century brought an end to the monopoly of hevrah and
143
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kloyz on Jewish civil society in Vilna, but did not end the predominance of these
institutions.145
In the late nineteenth century, new philanthropic organizations began to appear
in Vilna that served as a bridge between the hevrot and more modern associations.
(The role of some of these has been explored in the previous chapter.) The Jewish
Hospital and Home for the Aged, although under the control of the gabaim of the
Tsedakah Gedolah, had by the twentieth century become modern institutions directed
and staffed by acculturated Jewish doctors. 146 The Bratoliubivoe obshchestvo, founded
in 1901, created an opportunity for members of the modernizing intelligentsia to
participate in charitable work. 147 In addition, St. Petersburg-based Jewish
organizations, such as the OPE, ORT, and OZE also made their presence felt in Vilna
by supporting schools, vocational training, and public health efforts respectively. 148
All the while, Vilna Jews continued to participate in old-fashioned charitable hevrot
and free-loan associations – and to form new ones – that provided varied social
services to the poor. 149 However, while organizations such as the Bratoliubivoe
obshchestvo opened up new social fora for the Jewish intelligentsia, none of these
organizations effected much change in the social lives of the Jewish population as a
whole.
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The Russian Revolution of 1905-6 brought about a social awakening that
profoundly affected Jewish civil society throughout the Empire, including Vilna.
Many trends that would come to the fore in 1915-18 in fact had their roots in this
Revolution. In 1905, Tsar Nicholas II, pressed to the wall by the ever-growing forces
of revolt, issued the October Manifesto, promising the creation of a popularly elected
parliament and guaranteeing basic civil rights of freedom of speech, religion,
assembly, and association to all subjects. The government further clarified these rights
in the Temporary Regulations on Societies and Unions, issued in March 1906. These
laws did away with previous requirements that any organization had to obtain
approval for its charter from the Ministry of Internal Affairs (MVD) – and in effect
convince the government that it was beneficial for society – before it could begin to
function. Nonetheless, associations were still obligated to submit their charters to the
MVD for approval and the Ministry had a two-week window after a society‟s
formation in which it could decide to ban it. No legal recourse existed to protest such a
ban. In other words, associations were no longer guilty until proven innocent, but the
standards for proof of guilt were quite broad. 150
A similar uneasy compromise existed when it came to freedom of speech, the
press, and language. The government abolished the old system of formal censorship,
whereby censors had to read virtually every printed word before it could be published.
However, it remained relatively easy for police and other authorities to close down
periodicals, ban books, and stop speeches at will. Similarly, policies toward public use
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of non-Russian languages relaxed dramatically, but the regime still viewed
communication in languages other than Russian with some suspicion. 151
These limited concessions caused a rage for the creation of new associations,
organizations, and publications. This trend had begun shortly before the October
Manifesto, when the regime seemed to be losing its grip on power, and a heady
atmosphere of freedom spread through the country. Jews joined other Russians in their
enthusiasm for taking advantage of their new freedoms, as Jeffrey Veidlinger has
show in his recent study of Jewish public culture in the 1905-1914 period. Yet the
flowering of civic life was short lived, and particularly so for Jews.
Taken as a whole, the years from 1907 to 1915 were marked by a progressive
deterioration of the freedoms gained in 1905-6. By the end of 1906, the government
had firmly regained power through bloody repressions. In 1907, the Tsar dissolved the
Second Duma (Russia‟s newly formed parliament), deeming it, like its predecessor,
insufficiently conservative. The Third Duma remained intact for a full term, but by
that time the institution had lost much of its credibility. In the same year, the MVD
launched a crackdown on Zionist activity, undermining the rapid organizational
expansion of the Russian branch of the movement just as it was gathering speed. The
political police (or Okhrana) had begun suppressing the Bund (which in Vilna and
elsewhere had played a prominent role in revolutionary activity), along with other
socialist parties, from the moment the Revolution began, and did not let up on its
campaign of mass arrests. 152
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The government did not limit its crackdown on Jewish civil society to overtly
political institutions: it shut down the Jewish Literary Society of St. Petersburg, a
model of non-party cultural activity, in the summer of 1911, not three full years since
its inception. Similarly, while Yiddish had become a legally acceptable language of
public activity after the Revolution, officials associated the language with Jewish
socialism, and were often hostile to speeches, lectures, and meetings conducted in
Yiddish.153 Not without reason did Bundist memoirist A. Litvak refer to the period
1908-11 much of which he spent in Vilna as “the years of darkness.” 154 The situation
grew even worse with the assassination of relatively liberal and reformist Prime
Minister Petr Stolypin in the fall of 1911, which brought a truly reactionary turn to the
Russian government 155.
The rollback of liberties, especially when it came to Jews, had particularly
harsh characteristics in the northwestern provinces. Tsarist officialdom had not
forgotten the revolt of 1861-64, and the 1905 upheaval in Vilna only confirmed its
views of this area as one of chronic unrest. Furthermore, local and regional officials
did not give up on their policy of encouraging Jews, Lithuanians, and Belarusians to
assimilate into Russian culture, in the hope of isolating the Poles. Nonetheless, after
the October Manifesto, new publications in Polish, Lithuanian, and Belarusian, as well
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as Yiddish, sprung up in Vilna; for Belarusians and Lithuanians in particular, these
were signs of a national renewal. 156
Around 1910, the MVD became increasingly concerned that newly permitted
associations and periodicals could become fora for potentially dangerous national
movements. This shift intensified the willingness of officials in the Vilna Province to
apply new laws as restrictively as possible. The combination of this regional trend
with growing imperial hostility to Jewish organizations meant that post-revolutionary
changes in Jewish Vilna were highly circumscribed, although they played a crucial
role in setting the stage for the changes of 1915-18.157
A further blow to liberalization came with the outbreak of war in 1914, when
the Tsarist regime made a general move toward further restrictiveness. (This tendency
was true of other combatant states as well: both Great Britain and France imposed
censorship, while France and Germany cracked down on radicals.) 158 An order of July
16, 1914 placed the entire “war zone” – an area that included Vilna and most of the
Pale of Settlement – under military rule, allowing the Commander-in-Chief of Russian
forces, Grand Duke Nikolai Nikolaevich, enormous latitude when it came to matters
affecting the civilian population. Nikolai Nikolaevich and his Chief of Staff, Nikolai
Ianushkevich, soon developed a reputation as fierce antisemites, and, for the Jews of
Vilna, the first year of war marked a nadir in civil rights.159
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During the 1905-14 period, a broad cultural turn had taken place within
Russian Jewish politics. Frustration with the slow pace of political change, combined
with the possibility of expanded civic freedom, made cultural activity seem a more
realistic program than political activism. Thus in 1907, the Helsingfors Congress of
Russian Zionists adopted a platform of Gegenwartsarbeit, or work in the diaspora –
meaning the conquest of communal institutions, Hebrew-language educational
initiatives, and the creation of Hebraist-Zionist cultural institutions. The Bund, at its
1908 party congress, endorsed the propagation of a modern, distinctively Jewish,
Yiddish-language culture among Jewish workers. Yiddishism too came into its own as
an independent movement at the 1908 Czernowitz Conference. The three ideologies of
Zionism, Jewish socialism, and diaspora nationalism (the last overlapped with, yet was
certainly not identical to, Yiddishism) all hoped to change Jewish society by creating
new ways of bringing Jews together and new forms of community. While in practice,
the ideas of these groups could only make limited headway during the final decade of
the Russian Empire, these years provided an important gestation period for programs
and theories that would see wider application during the period of German
occupation.160
The Fate of Traditional Social Institutions during World War I
The changes that occurred in Jewish associational life after 1915 resulted in
part from relatively liberal German occupation policies that allowed exponents of new
ideological trends greater room in which to implement them. But the intersection of
freedom and ideology alone did not bring about change. Among other factors, the
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crumbling of older modes of sociability due to wartime circumstances accelerated the
success of the modernizing intelligentsia in reforming civil society. The simultaneous
disintegration of old religious social institutions and flourishing of new, secular ones
fundamentally changed the texture of Jewish society in Vilna.
The efforts of Vilna‟s Jewish intelligentsia to record and memorialize the fate
of their community during World War I tended to ignore traditional institutions,
leaving this task to Khaykl Lunski, librarian of the famed Strashun Library. The
traditionally observant Lunski served as a cultural intermediary between the
modernizing intelligentsia and traditional Vilna. In a work entitled Fun vilner geto, he
documented everyday life during World War I in meticulous detail. The book‟s
overarching themes give substance to evidence of wartime decline in religious life –
and religious institutions – found elsewhere in the historical record. 161
Lunski presented a series of vignettes of various figures who inhabited the
streets of Vilna‟s Jewish quarter. Among these is Der Khevres-grinder (“the Founder
of Hevrot”), an individual with an impressive pedigree and a large mustache known
for his passion for establishing traditional philanthropic organizations. He created a
bank for poor artisans, a heder where impoverished children could receive above
average-educations, a fund to support those too sick to work, and so forth. In an
161
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eccentric act of old-style ascetic piety, he divorced his wife lest he be guilty of
neglecting her for the sake of his chartable activities.162
While the “Founder of Hevrot” may have been an atypical figure, a typical
combination of wartime factors undermined the traditional institutions under his
patronage. The flight of the wealthy, the impoverishment of those who remained, and
deaths from starvation and disease led to the closing of many hevrot. The “Founder”
himself died during the German occupation. Lunski told a similar story of a
businessman who personally supported a small kloyz and the group of Talmud
scholars who studied there: first his business closed, then he succumbed to poverty
and illness.163
Unsurprisingly, the decline of philanthropic activities based in the hevrot
brought with it a decline in their function as instruments of social cohesion. For
instance, the Zemzsher kloyz, or synagogue of the chamois-workers, engaged in a
usual combination of social, religious, and philanthropic activities. Like many kloyzn,
it originally served as a sort of guild for members of a particular profession. Its
members sponsored a free-loan association – one of the oldest and most revered forms
of traditional charity. As the war went on, members could no longer make donations;
interest-free loans ceased; and remaining moneys were simply divided up among the
congregation, with the erstwhile donors becoming the beneficiaries. 164
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Many other free-loan associations shut down, including that of the Kloyz
gemakh, whose name in fact means “Synagogue of the Free-Loan Association.”165
Charitable giving through the institution of a hevrah or kloyz not only discharged a
religious obligation, but also gave ordinary Jews – particularly members of the lowermiddle class (mostly artisans and shopkeepers) – an opportunity to participate in
public life, rather than let it be the sole province of the wealthy custodians of the
Tsedakah Gedolah and other high-status social institutions. 166 Prewar Vilna had been
no stranger to endemic poverty; but wartime impoverishment had the effect of
undermining a civil society that had previously persisted despite economic troubles.
In addition to charitable endeavors, which by nature required money, public
activities of a purely religious nature also went into decline. Such ritual activities
served an important social function, as particular religious rituals or liturgical
variations often distinguished one kloyz from another. Like charitable pursuits, these
rites emphasized the group cohesion of regular congregants. For instance, the famed
kloyz of the Vilna Gaon observed all of its namesake‟s peculiar rulings on liturgical
issues, which, despite his enormous prestige, had little effect on standard practice
elsewhere.167 Regular attendants of the Gaon‟s kloyz could take pride in their sense of
connection to this Vilna rabbi‟s legacy.
While the Gaon‟s kloyz maintained business as usual throughout the war, other
kloyzn did not. The so-called Gravediggers‟ Synagogue (or Kabronishe shul), built in
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the mid-eighteenth century by the Burial Society (Hevra kadisha) and located directly
across from the Great Synagogue, traced its own origins to 1487 and was one of
Vilna‟s most prestigious places of prayer. Over the years it had become home to many
hevrot for the study of particular canonical texts. This synagogue distinguished itself
liturgically by observing Yom kipur katan (“Minor day of Atonement”) – the practice
of marking the 29th day of every Hebrew month with fasting and penitential prayers.
These special services once brought large crowds to the Gravediggers‟ Synagogue, but
by the winter of 1916-17 it had to struggle to get a quorum for daily services. With the
rising price of wood, its beadles could not keep it heated, and many parishioners
ceased to attend because of the cold. Furthermore, the extremely poor took to loitering
inside it, and sometimes even died of hunger or illness on its benches. As a result,
people began to avoid it out of fear of contracting disease from the corpses. 168
Membership in this once prestigious kloyz consequently lost its social cachet.
Specific regulations issued by German authorities also discouraged certain
religious practices, further undermining the position of the hevrah and kloyz. As in
many Jewish communities, Vilna had a society dedicated to gathering every morning
to time their prayers so as to recite the main part of the service (the Shemonah „esre
prayer) at the precise moment of sunrise. 169 Like Yom kipur katan, this ritual was seen
as an act of special piety beyond the basic requirements of daily prayer. More
importantly, the practice provided a sense of group identity for its members. During
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the occupation, however, congregating in the synagogue at such an early hour would
entail violating curfew and therefore this hevrah too had to cease its activities. 170 The
decline of the hevrah and kloyz meant the dissolution of important institutions of
sociability. This decline came in tandem with the growth of new kinds social life,
leading to major social transformation within Jewish Vilna.
Economic Cooperatives
Even as hevrot went into decline, they also served as the basis for new kinds of
civic association in the form of economic cooperatives. The connection between
economic endeavors and hevrot went back to the late medieval period, a legacy
reflected in the names of many of Vilna‟s small synagogues – such as that of the
chamois workers – even when the guild function of these synagogues had ceased. The
wartime economic crisis, however, forced both Jews and non-Jews to adopt new
economic strategies, which in turn led to the creation of new forms of association and
community.
The economic crisis in Vilna first came to a head with a food shortage in the
early days of German occupation. It was nearly impossible to get foodstuffs into the
city, and the Aid Committee found itself with one of the largest stocks of grain and
other comestibles to be found. Russian officials had given much of these supplies to
the Aid Committee just before they fled, for the express purpose of feeding the
refugees. Consequently, the Aid Committee refused to give any of these earmarked
supplies to poor native Jews, although it did provide for them from its other stores.
Even those with money, however, could not buy bread, since it had become so scarce;
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consequently, some middle-class householders came to the Aid Committee offering to
buy food from it. 171
Naturally, the Committee did not wish to sell off its supplies and risk losing its
ability to support the poor. Therefore, one of its members, Dr. Eliyahu Olshvanger,
suggested that those with money should form purchasing cooperatives. One member
of a cooperative could obtain permission from the Germans to leave the city to
purchase grain or bread and then divide it among the other members. The first such
cooperative was established under the auspices of a Rabbi Aharon, whose status as a
rabbi lent the organization credibility in the eyes of ordinary Jews. 172 In the
subsequent months, some twenty-five Jewish purchasing cooperatives sprung up, with
several thousand members. As restrictions on movement and trade became a
permanent feature of life under German rule, cooperatives became increasingly
important in enabling access to grain, and helped the Central Committee and
associated institutions limit outright charity to the truly destitute. 173
Over the course of 1916, the problem of unemployment worsened. In addition
to longstanding problems of insufficient demand, artisans faced difficulty procuring
raw materials: restrictions on trade made it hard to get raw materials into the city and
inflation made it difficult both to purchase supplies legally and to buy them on the
black market. Confiscations of various raw materials, particularly metals, by German
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authorities worsened the scarcity. 174 Artisans thus began to form cooperatives to
obtain raw materials jointly. Similarly, small business owners formed a union to pool
purchasing power. German policies encouraged cooperatives of all these forms both
directly and indirectly, and they were among the few successful measures mitigating
the effects of economic collapse. 175
Like the guilds of old, cooperatives of all kinds served a social as well as
economic function. Many were tied to kloyzn and other pre-existing hevrot, or were
created in the image of such traditional organizations. As one observer commented,
“the various names of the organizations, which recalled the speech of Vilna‟s
Synagogue Courtyard, show us the various strata of the Jewish population that were
brought into the [cooperative] movement.” 176 Some were named after particular
kloyzn, such as “Rameyles,” others after neighborhoods, others after the professions
of their members (such as “leather-trade”).177 Some formed their own public kitchens,
and thus became regular gathering places for members. These cooperatives formed a
link between older forms of association and the new kinds that would spring up during
the war.
Cooperatives, Politics, and Civil Society
As economic cooperatives expanded their roles, they soon became a vehicle
for political and cultural agendas, and served important social functions even when not
associated with old-fashioned hevrot or kloyzn. The Handworkers‟ Union (Hantverker
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fareyn) was a prime example of such a cooperative. Shmuel Hurvitsh and other Jewish
craftsmen created the Handworkers‟ Union out of existing cooperatives early in 1916.
In his 1933 memoirs, Hurvitsh recollected viewing this move as an attempt at social,
not only economic or political, change. “I said,” he wrote, “Now is the appropriate
time to take the handworker out of the hevrah and kloyz.” 178 Hurvitsh did not mean
that he intended to diminish religiosity among Jewish artisans, but rather that he
planned to introduce them to new forms of social organization independent of hevrah
and kloyz. The Handworkers‟ Union gradually expanded its economic, social,
political, and cultural role, but never attempted to set up its own kloyz, sponsor
lectures on traditional texts, or engage in any other formal religious activity.
While the German rulers – like the Tsarist authorities before them – viewed
anything like a labor union as a threatening force of social unrest, the Handworkers‟
Union successfully billed itself as a cooperative with extended activities, and was able
to obtain permission to operate freely. 179 The Union had its own public kitchen,
cooperative, and workshop; it also functioned as a mutual aid society, dispensing
funds to those members most in need of help at any given time. Since it had its own
building, it also became a place where members socialized. The shortages of wood and
coal during the winter of 1916-17 made any heated building an attractive place to
linger, and the Union was no exception. (In a sense, taking advantage of a public
building‟s heat was an extension of the cooperative principle, in that it was more
efficient to heat one large building than several small ones; for these very reasons, the
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authorities tended to be lenient in giving public kitchens access to fuel.) As Hurvitsh
wrote:
In the evening people used to gather there over a glass of fruit tea with yellow
sugar. From time to time someone would even make a little potato kugel too –
and then the celebration was immeasurable. In the Union it was warmer and
brighter than in the houses, homier than in the homes; the artisan public [der
oylem hantverker] tarried so long and so late in the Union [that they had to stay
until curfew was lifted] and one could go out in the street [once more]. 180
Whereas this sort of casual social interaction once took place in the synagogue and
kloyz,181 where Jewish men loitered and chatted before and after services, the
Handworkers‟ Union provided a new home for this sort of activity.
After making the transition from economic to social activity, the Handworkers‟
Union went on to enter the cultural and then political spheres. After some internal
debate (mirroring in many ways the debate within the Central Committee over support
for cultural institutions) the directors opened a reading room with books and journals,
which grew into a library and then into a “cultural section.” The cultural section
engaged in the sort of didactic endeavor that came to dominate much of wartime
Jewish civil society: it sought to introduce Jewish artisans to European literature,
science, and high culture and remove them from their benighted state. The Union also
sponsored formal (and fundamentally secular) social activities, such as “family
evenings” at the library, amateur theatrical productions, and a parade to celebrate the
second anniversary of its founding. Above all, the diverse endeavors of the Union
fostered a sense of community among members of Jewish artisans, in turn paving the
way for representation of the artisans in the reformed Central Committee, and
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eventually for the Artisans‟ Party that competed in elections for the democratic
Kehilah at the end of 1918, winning seven out of eighty seats. 182
The cooperative known as Arbeter (“Workers”) followed a similar trajectory to
the Handworkers‟ Union during the war. Unlike the latter, however, it operated out of
a preexisting ideological and organizational framework: while the artisans‟ movement
sprung up during the war, the Jewish socialist Bund had had a strong presence in Vilna
before the war began. Early in 1916, Bundist leaders in Vilna saw that they could
expand their sphere of legal operation by forming a cooperative of their own. Ober Ost
policy makers, who tended to belong to the German Right, were firmly anti-socialist
and even more wary of efforts to organize workers than of other forms of political
activity. Nevertheless, they encouraged the formation of a Jewish workers‟
cooperative as a way to keep workers reasonably well fed, believing that cooperatives
led to greater economic efficiency and thereby left more surplus grain for confiscation.
Local officials even granted Arbeter special status, allowing it to buy foodstuffs
directly, rather than through the mediation of the Jewish Central Committee. 183
The formation of Arbeter allowed for the Bund to continue, and reach beyond,
the cultural activities to which it had largely limited itself since the suppression of the
1905 Revolution. The cooperative could serve to raise class consciousness and form
an organizational basis for future revolutionary activity. Since members of the
proletariat needed to eat regardless of their attitudes toward socialism, the cooperative
created a new forum for Bundist propaganda. Furthermore, cooperatives in themselves
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constituted a sort of socialism, in that they allowed workers to pool their resources to
eliminate “bourgeois” middlemen. Cooperatives had been a favorite tool of Fabian
socialists in Western Europe (such as Sidney and Beatrice Webb) since the nineteenth
century. After 1905, Russian Mensheviks had devoted much of their efforts to creating
cooperatives of various kinds – although these had made little headway among
Lithuanian Jews. Cooperatives, including Jewish cooperatives, in fact expanded in size
and importance throughout areas of Russia that remained intact during the years of
war and revolution. 184 For Vilna‟s Bund, the cooperative offered an opportunity to
create a multi-faceted economic organization, providing a variety of services to Jewish
workers, and thus creating a natural constituency for future political activity.
Just as the Handwokers‟ Union had its Cultural Section, Vilna Bundists
engaged in a similar cultural program, building off prewar efforts. They had
established a “Musical-Dramatic Society” in 1907 as a vehicle for post-revolutionary
legal cultural activities. The German occupation allowed it to expand its activities and
operate with greater openness; in December 1915, it reconstituted itself as the Jewish
Workers‟ Artistic Association, increased its membership to over 800 individuals, and
opened its own library. It hosted an array of cultural and educational programs, of
which its choir (see below) became the most successful. Like the Handworkers‟
Union, the Artistic Association served as an informal meeting place for its members,
who described it in terms (such as “brightness and warmth”) strikingly similar to those
184
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used to describe the Handworkers‟ Cooperative. 185 Both the workers‟ movement and
the artisans‟ movement took advantage of freedoms granted under German occupation
to create economic and cultural institutions that both fulfilled parts of their agendas
and created class social cohesion that could later serve as the basis of political action.
Civic Freedom under Ober Ost
Arbeter and the Handworkers‟ Union could conduct economic and cultural
activities unmolested because Ober Ost granted a relative degree of freedom when it
came to associational life, reversing the trend toward repression that had begun in
Russia in 1907. Despite the severity of economic restrictions, Verkehrspolitik, and
other regulations affecting all aspects of everyday life, Ober Ost authorities tended
toward leniency in other areas. No rights were guaranteed; all associations and public
activities required official approval in order to function, but German officials granted
it generously. Similarly, strict censorship prevailed, but in 1916 Vilna‟s first
successful Yiddish daily, Letste nays, began publication. Vilna‟s residents also
received wide latitude on questions of education, as will be discussed at length in the
next chapter. Thus the German conquest ushered in a new era of civic freedom,
heralding the way for social change.
Almost every week, the pages of Letste nays announced the formation of a new
association and every issue announced some new public activity. A mania for
founding clubs and organizations seemed to seize Jewish Vilna. There was a Jewish
Students‟ Union (for students who had been studying in gymnasia and universities
when the war began), an association of landlords, an association of tenants, a union of
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shop clerks, and a Jewish Teachers‟ Society for instructors at secular Jewish
schools.186 There were singing groups and music clubs. All these existed in addition
to, and sometimes in collaboration with, the network of charities and public kitchens
that had expanded to care for the material needs of the Jewish population.
In addition to allowing for the growth of associational life, Ober Ost began
developing cultural policies of its own. These policies can be reduced to three major
components: efforts to sever connections between native ethnic groups and Russian
culture; the protection of German soldiers from moral degradation; and the cultural
elevation of the local populace. Each of these goals had different effects on Jewish
cultural activities, stimulating different aspects of Jewish civil society: the first
fostered the use of the Yiddish language; the second encouraged Jewish musical
performances; and the third spurred Jewish creativity in the visual arts. The remainder
of this chapter will examine these results and then look at the impact of the 1917
Russian Revolution.
De-Russification and Yiddish
Ober Ost‟s efforts to detach the local population from Russian culture
contributed to a change in perceptions of the Yiddish language. The transformation of
Yiddish into a language of the secular public sphere was crucial to the wartime
expansion of Jewish civil society. Without a shared language, there could be no
common Jewish public activity as such, since elites and the masses could not or would
not communicate with one another. This is true of elite groups who primarily used
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Hebrew (rabbis and maskilim), as well as those who used Russian. During World War
I, Yiddish went from being a language of informal communication to becoming a
language of secular intellectual discourse, of communal politics, of theater, of the
press, and of every other aspect of Jewish life in Vilna.
This transformation of the status of Yiddish resulted from a combination of
Ober Ost nationalities policy, demographic change, and new tendencies within Vilna‟s
modernizing Jewish intelligentsia. Ober Ost nationalities policy centered on what
might best be termed de-Russification: an attempt to erase the cultural legacy of over a
century of Russian rule. De-Russification had the greatest impact when it came to
language: German officials wished to encourage the local population to use either
German or non-Russian local languages, i.e., Lithuanian, Polish, Belarusian, and
Yiddish. Such a policy directly reversed the Tsarist nationality policy that had been in
effect in the western provinces since 1864, which aimed to Russify non-Polish ethnic
groups and thus further isolate the Poles. 187 Even after 1905, Russian officials often
forbade Jewish associations from conducting business in Hebrew or Yiddish, because
of their respective links to Zionism and socialism.188 While Tsarist policy had
encouraged (or forced) the public to use Russian to the detriment of other languages,
Ober Ost moved toward forbidding it.
No de-Russification measure taken by Ober Ost, however, had so great an
impact as the 1915 evacuation, in which the ethnic Russian population of Vilna
(mostly consisting of soldiers and government functionaries) departed the city
completely. Furthermore, since those Jews who fled tended to be members of the
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upper class or the intelligentsia, the Russian-speaking proportion of the Jewish
community decreased drastically. Although Russian continued to be the language of
the remaining acculturated Jews and an important means of communication between
ethnic groups, Vilna ceased to be a Russophone city and became a truly polyglot one.
The population overwhelmingly used Yiddish or Polish for its day-to-day affairs. As
well, for the first time in Vilna‟s history, signs and announcements appeared on walls
and street corners in Lithuanian and Belarusian. The results of this demographic
transformation eased the way for de-Russification policies. 189
Ober Ost officials never developed a completely consistent approach toward
the Yiddish language; many crucial decisions instead devolved upon regional and
local administrators or developed on an ad hoc basis. On the one hand, the similarity
between Yiddish and German and the lobbying of various German Jewish leaders led
some officials to consider linguistic Germanization of local Jews. Ober Ost in fact
implemented such a policy in Courland and, to a lesser extent, Kovno; the German
General Government in Poland wished to follow such a course as well. On the other
hand, by encouraging the use of Yiddish, Ober Ost could potentially undermine the
status of Russian while simultaneously marginalizing the Poles, of whom Ludendorff
was fiercely suspicious. Thus, when Vilna‟s Jewish leaders campaigned to secure
equal rights for Yiddish, the local administration proved receptive. 190
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The struggle for Yiddish began with Jakub Wygodski‟s efforts to make it the
state‟s primary language for communicating with Jews, through the medium of
announcements hung in the synagogue courtyard. This official use of Yiddish, entirely
unprecedented in the era of Russian rule, solidified Yiddish‟s status as a language
rather than a jargon. The dramatic expansion of Yiddish-language schooling (to be
discussed in the subsequent chapter) and the creation of Vilna‟s first successful
Yiddish daily rounded out Yiddish‟s new status in the public sphere.
The generally pro-Yiddish stance of Vilna‟s political and cultural leaders itself
resulted from wartime circumstances. Despite Vilna‟s importance to the history of preWorld War I Yiddishism, it had previously been overshadowed by Warsaw, Kiev, and
Odessa as a center of Yiddish literature and Yiddishist activity. 191 The 1908
Czernowitz conference introduced Yiddishism as an ideology to the Jewish scene, but
had little immediate impact even among Vilna‟s Jewish intellectuals, let alone on
Jewish society as a whole. In 1915, a Russian ban on all publications in non-Cyrillic
alphabets further undercut Yiddish, as did the subsequent flight of some of Vilna‟s
most prominent Yiddishists: A. Vayter, Shmuel Niger, and Daniel Tsharni.
While the war led to mass flight from Vilna, it also brought thousands of
Jewish refugees to the city. As seen in the previous chapter, the arrival and departure
of particular individuals could have a lasting impact on the Jewish community as a
whole. Among the numerous refugees who arrived from Warsaw in 1915 was Zalmen
Reyzen, who brought with him new ideas about the importance of the Yiddish
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language.192 Between 1908 and 1914, Reyzen had made a name for himself writing
articles on Yiddish philology and translating European literary classics into Yiddish.
He published his magnum opus, a multivolume biographical encyclopedia of modern
Yiddish literature, on the eve of the war. 193 Reyzen brought with him a passion for
Yiddish previously unknown in Vilna. In the words of Samuel Kassow, he “was not
the ablest theoretician of Yiddishism, but nobody did more than he to realize and
strengthen its principles.” 194 Vilna also had an impact of Reyzen: firstly, because the
drain on Jewish leadership after the evacuation allowed Reyzen to become an
important player in the community; secondly, because wartime Vilna proved to be
fertile soil for implementing his ideas. 195
In 1915, a group of a few dozen Jewish intellectuals took to meeting in the
apartment of the actor Leyb Kadison, a recently arrived refugee from Kovno. The
group included the journalists Sh. L. Zitron and Moyshe Shalit, the satirist Don
Kaplanovitsh, Shabad, Rosenbaum, and the actress Sonya Alomis (who, together with
Kadison, would be among the founding members of Vilna‟s new Yiddish theater
troupe). They drank tea, discussed cultural and political issues that the war had made
seem of pressing importance, and enjoyed lectures and performances delivered by
members.196
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Reyzen made his debut on the Vilna scene at one of these gatherings. He gave
his lecture not in Russian (a language he spoke well), but in Yiddish, which he also
insisted on speaking in casual conversation. In itself, this was a bold move: Bundists
and some Zionists had advocated the use of Yiddish as a medium for reaching the
masses – in the press, in books and pamphlets, in evening courses and speeches, and
even in schools – but Russian remained the language of Vilna‟s Jewish intelligentsia
when they spoke among themselves. Yet Reyzen argued in his lecture that this ought
not to be the case. Furthermore, he called for the standardization of the Yiddish
language, Yiddish schools, Yiddish scholarship, and even a Yiddish university. He
regarded the promotion of Yiddish as an essential component of Jewish nationalism,
and that, in Hirsz Abramowicz‟s summation “it was the political requirement of the
hour to speak Yiddish everywhere and demand equal rights for Yiddish.” 197
Reyzen‟s speech had a profound effect. The disappearance of Russian from
public life, and the possibility that Vilna would not revert to Russia after the war,
undercut the logic for encouraging Jews to adopt, or continue to embrace, Russian
language and culture. The absence of an ethnically neutral state language gave
Reyzen‟s arguments powerful credibility. Reyzen had perhaps his most profound
effect on Tsemakh Shabad. As a Vilna native who received his first schooling in
heder, Shabad‟s mother tongue was Yiddish. However, he had attended a Russianlanguage gymnasium and had moved with his family to Moscow at age sixteen, where
he studied in the university and lived for several years. Prior to the war, he published
numerous articles in the Jewish press, in such prestigious general Russian periodicals
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as Russkoe bogatstvo, and in technical medical journals – exclusively in the Russian
language. It was not until 1915 that he began writing in Yiddish for Niger‟s journal Di
vokh. During the German occupation, Shabad gave public lectures on medicine and
hygiene in Yiddish and edited and contributed to Yiddish publications. After the war,
he continued to write extensively in Yiddish and became known as the patron of
YIVO, an institution whose original purpose was to lay the foundations for the
Yiddish-language university for which Reyzen had called. 198
Shabad also brought his new linguistic orientation into his professional life:
with Reyzen‟s encouragement, he began speaking Yiddish to his patients, a trend
which later spread to Vilna‟s other Jewish doctors. (Previously, a situation had existed
where Jews without full command of Russian would struggle to speak the language
when visiting a Jewish physician who was also a native Yiddish speaker, believing
Russian the only appropriate language for the situation.) Such a step gave Yiddish a
new degree of legitimization in life outside the provincial confines of home,
synagogue, heder, and marketplace. 199 Even more importantly, Shabad‟s position on
the Central Committee, and as the leading voice for its sponsorship of cultural
activities, gave political and financial backing to Reyzen‟s ideas.
As Reyzen urged, Yiddish gained traction during the war years as the language
of business for Jewish communal organizations, including those directed by members
of the modernizing elite. Russian, and to a lesser extent Hebrew, continued to
dominate internal documents of the Tsedakah Gedolah and the Central Committee, but
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more Yiddish documents appeared during than before the war. 200 The minutes of the
committee that organized technical courses for Jewish craftsmen were kept in Yiddish,
implying that the meetings themselves were conducted in this language. 201 (The
courses, too, were for the most part taught in Yiddish.) In prewar times, by contrast, it
was common even for Hebraist societies to conduct their meetings in Russian. 202
As Gennady Estraikh has argued, an important nexus existed between the
development of Yiddish and Jewish civil society in the final decades of the Russian
Empire. While secondary literature has tended to emphasize the importance of Yiddish
literature and Jewish socialism in the development of the modern Yiddish language,
Estraikh asserts that this view overlooks the role played by cooperatives, philanthropic
organizations, and other associations. Such all-Russian organizations as the OPE, the
Jewish Colonization Association (JCA), and the ORT did not start off with any sort of
ideological commitment to Yiddish, but nonetheless elevated its status by publishing
specialized journals in Yiddish, educational books and pamphlets (whether on
agriculture for the JCA, technical artisanry for the ORT, or general topics for the
OPE), and reports of their activities. 203 Such publications helped foster the
standardization of the Yiddish language, encouraged the enrichment of its vocabulary,
and showed that it could be used as a medium of written communication for a variety
of purposes, rather than merely a spoken vernacular appropriate for little more than
popular religious texts and an occasional work of fiction. The expansion of Jewish
200
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civil society in wartime Vilna served to promote the use of Yiddish in a similar
fashion, as the language was used in new ways for meetings, lectures, performances,
and the like.
The transformation of Yiddish and the growth of civil society went hand-inhand, in a relationship of mutual causality. The coming together of individuals for
group activities depended upon the ability to use a common language. Traditionally,
members of old-style hevrot gave these organizations Hebrew or Aramaic titles and
kept record books in some combination of Hebrew and Yiddish, since they did not
consider Yiddish to be an appropriate medium for keeping written documents –
despite the fact that they conducted their meetings in Yiddish and spoke only Yiddish
to one another. Rabbis might give lectures and sermons in Yiddish, but wrote
exclusively in Hebrew. On the other hand, members of the modernizing intelligentsia
had previously conducted their activities in Russian, not deeming Yiddish appropriate
for modern secular discourse, or uncomfortable using it to discuss intellectual matters.
However, for the intelligentsia to create a civil society that engaged the general
populace, it would have to speak its language. The changed political and demographic
situation during the German occupation created a new impetus for the elevation of
Yiddish, and for the first time Yiddish became a language of both modern and
traditional endeavors in Vilna.
The growing use of Yiddish as a language of the public sphere increased its
legitimacy, while its new legitimacy allowed for increased public activity in Yiddish.
This spiral served to increase the distinctiveness of Jewish civil society vis-à-vis that
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of other ethnic groups. 204 The Jewish intelligentsia that spearheaded the creation of the
new associational life differed among themselves over their visions of Jewish politics,
religion, and culture, but all shared a spirit of nationalism and a desire to create a
society that was explicitly Jewish.
The Jewish Press
Among the leading goals of Vilna‟s partisans of Yiddish was the expansion of
the Yiddish periodical press and, in particular, the creation of a local Yiddish
newspaper. Such goals were not limited to Yiddishists per se; in fact, Russia‟s Yiddish
press predated Yiddishism. It had originated in the 1860s, when Russian maskilim
created Yiddish periodicals as a means of conveying their ideas to the masses. From
this point on, as Sarah Abrevaya Stein has argued, the Russian-Jewish intelligentsia
saw the cultivation of the Yiddish press as a key means of modernizing the Jewish
population by educating them about the wider world and instructing them in modern
ways of thinking. Furthermore, Stein points out, the vernacular Jewish press served as
a means of forging a sense of Jewish community, claiming to represent the Jewish
population as a whole. 205 Beyond this specifically Russian-Jewish background,
numerous theorists of the public sphere have understood newspapers and periodicals
to be a key building block of civil society, creating a means of public communication
of ideas and information. 206
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When World War I broke out, Vilna was an important center of Jewish
publishing, but did not have its own Jewish daily. Instead, the publisher Fayvl
Margolin – an enthusiastic devotee of both the Hebrew and the Yiddish press – had
produced a Hebrew-language weekly by the name of ha-Zeman (“The Time”) since
late 1904. Otherwise, Vilna‟s Jewish readers read Yiddish dailies published in Warsaw
and St. Petersburg. While these periodicals were meant to serve Russian Jewry as a
whole, by the early twentieth century Margolin and others began to feel that a city as
important as Vilna ought to have its own Yiddish daily. Margolin had made efforts to
create such a paper, as did a few other publishers, but none of these attempts lasted for
more than a few weeks. 207
The war had a paradoxical effect on the Jewish press: it became increasingly
difficult for existing periodicals to stay in business, while demand for up-to-date news
only rose. The journal Di yudishe velt (“The Jewish World”), limited-circulation trade
periodicals (e.g., the Wood Traders‟ circular), and ha-Zeman all temporarily ceased
publication. At the same time, the Warsaw and Petersburg dailies began arriving two
or three days late due to the overwhelming congestion of western Russia‟s rail and
road networks following mobilization. 208
Margolin attempted to remedy the situation by initiating his own Yiddish daily,
entitled Der fraynd after its Warsaw and Petersburg counterparts. Eventually, he
managed to revive ha-Zeman as well. (Another Yiddish paper, Der shtern, which had
been published in fits and starts since 1913, also attempted to resume publication, but
soon closed its doors for good.) The Vilna Fraynd had as its contributors some of
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Russian Jewry‟s finest journalists –Zitron, Shalit, Ben-Tsiyon Katz, and others – but
was subject to strict censorship, now at the hands of the military. As a result, most of
its pages were taken up with translations of official wire reports and articles from
Russian newspapers. 209
The beginning of 1915 saw a very brief revival of Vilna‟s Yiddish press. Di
yudishe velt resumed publication, and managed to produce four volumes; each one
involved a protracted struggle with Russian censors. The editors embraced a strategy
of either avoiding current events altogether or writing slavishly patriotic articles, with
the goal of at least publishing apolitical pieces of literary or scholarly value.
Nevertheless, the censors poured over love poems searching for subversive hidden
meanings or even coded messages to German troops, causing the editors constant
problems. In January 1915 the formidable trio of Niger, Zelig Kalmanovitsh, and
Nokhem Shtif (the latter two writers lived in Kiev) began publication of Di vokh (“The
Week”), published in Vilna, which covered social, literary, and economic issues. 210
By April, a shrinking economy led to decreased advertising revenue, bringing
about the close of both ha-Zeman and Der fraynd. Attempts followed to create a new
Yiddish daily, but these were all short lived. Then, in July, the death-blow came to the
Jewish press: Nikolai Nikolaevich issued a decree outlawing the printing of any
materials in non-Cyrillic alphabets throughout the war zone. (This decree also brought
an end to the Polish and Lithuanian presses.) The effects of this ban were felt
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throughout Russia, as a countrywide Yiddish-reading public had previously consumed
Di vokh and Di yudishe velt.211
It took German occupation – and successful intervention by Jewish communal
leaders – to revive the Jewish press. Wygdoski first obtained permission for the
publication of Flug-blat, a bare-bones Yiddish daily; each issue consisted of a page or
two of translations of official German wire reports and the latest rules, regulations, and
decrees applying to the local population. (The latter fell under the quaintly misleading
title “Vilner nayes” or “Vilna news.”) Flug-blat ran from October 13, 1915 through
January 21, 1916, after which date authorities granted Margolin permission to begin
publishing a regular Yiddish daily. The newspaper, entitled Letste nays (“Latest
News”), was the sole Jewish newspaper for all of Ober Ost. Shalit, assisted by Reyzen,
was responsible for day-to-day editorship of the paper, a position that made him
Vilna‟s leading Jewish journalist and chronicler. Its staff and regular contributors
included all of the city‟s remaining Jewish journalists and several other important
figures in Jewish cultural life: Zitron, Kaplanovitsh, Elye-Yankev Goldshmidt,
Reyzen, and Olshvanger – to name a few. 212
Letste-nays marked a turning point in the history of the Jewish press in Vilna.
The city‟s Jewish population was overwhelmingly literate, but by most estimates
Yiddish was the only language that the majority of Jews could read with ease. After
Yiddish, Hebrew and Russian remained the most likely languages of Jewish literacy;
thus readership of Hebrew publications such as ha-Zeman was limited to those with
strong traditional or maskilic educations – and perhaps those who could find someone
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willing to read and translate the paper out loud into Yiddish. With the creation of
Letste nays, the Jewish masses could enjoy a local paper of their own, without relying
on imports.
But the impact of the paper was not limited to those who had never learned to
read a language other than Yiddish; previously, the educated could chose among haZeman, Vilenski vestnik (Vilna‟s official Russian-language paper), the Petersburgbased Russian-Jewish paper Razsvet, or any other Russian periodical – according to
the nature of their education and their own preferences. Now, however, these options
ceased to exist. German officials were not willing to allow a Hebrew as well as a
Yiddish daily, and banned the Russian press outright. They did permit newspapers in
other languages: Dziennik wileński in Polish, Lietuvas aidas in Lithuanian, and the
groundbreaking Belarusian Homan.213 Yet even well educated Vilna Jews often did
not read Polish, or did not read it well. Lithuanian was a difficult and unfamiliar
language to the vast majority of Vilna‟s Jews; it is unlikely most had ever even seen
written Belarusian, although its similarity to Russian probably made it comprehensible
to some. Thus, secularly educated Jews who did not wish to read a Yiddish newspaper
(or, in a few cases, could not) were more likely to have read the German-language
official paper (Wilnaer Zeitung) than non-Jewish papers in local languages.
Thus, as was the case with other aspects of Jewish cultural life, German policy
regarding the press pushed Jews inward: toward their own community and toward the
Yiddish language. Furthermore, reading the newspaper became something of a civic
obligation; hardly a day went by on which the paper did not publish new
announcements and proclamations from the authorities. Since noncompliance could
213
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mean imprisonment or steep fines, residents of Vilna either had to read the papers or
regularly check the marketplace or synagogue courtyard for the latest postings. 214
Letste nays also advanced Yiddish by its usage of the language itself.
Promoters of Yiddish had discussed reform and standardization of the language since
the nineteenth century and Jewish socialist Ber Borochov‟s 1913 essay on the subject
had placed it high on the Yiddishist agenda. Reyzen used his position as editor to
introduce comprehensive spelling reform to Letste nays, most notably by eliminating
the ubiquitous silent ayin and heh (corresponding to e and h, respectively) that had
been introduced into Yiddish by nineteenth-century printers seeking to emulate
German orthographic conventions. The new spellings emphasized Yiddish‟s
independence as a full-fledged language, rather than a dialect of German. Letste nays
was the first newspaper to introduce these reforms, which soon became standard for
Yiddish publishing outside of the Soviet Union. Reyzen would later codify these
principles in his 1920 Gramatik fun der yidisher shprakh (“Grammar of the Yiddish
Language”); Yiddishist educational organizations then worked to ensure their
enforcement. Orthographic reform was an important step for most East European
vernaculars as they moved toward becoming literary languages, and thus served as a
building block of the associated national movements. 215
Reyzen also introduced reforms to the language itself, including the
elimination of Germanisms (daytshmerish) and Slavicisms, the revival of idioms and
expressions determined to be insufficiently authentic, and even the introduction of
214
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new words, such as royvarg to mean “raw materials.” Many of these linguistic reforms
too became part of the standardized Yiddish that emerged after the war. 216 The
introduction of new vocabulary, along with further lexical standardization, helped
make Yiddish a language useful for communicating about a wide variety of subjects.
The Jewish press also ventured beyond Letste nays, especially after the
Russian Revolution, when German censors generally relaxed their standards. In 1916,
two volumes appeared of a literary journal entitled Literarishe heften, which was then
discontinued. In 1917, Zitron (who had quit Letste nays in the previous year) joined
Shalit in founding Unzer osid (“Our Future”), a weekly associated with the newly
formed Tse„ire Tsiyon (Youth of Zion) league. 217 Hebrew publishing also revived with
the appearance of a two-volume anthology entitled She‟elot ha-yom (“Questions of the
Day”); a third volume was planned but not published. Finally, in 1918, the concerted
efforts of Vilna Hebraists (along with relaxed censorship) led to the creation of a
Hebrew paper, Me-„et le-„et.218 Thus by the end of the war, Vilna‟s local Jewish
periodical press had expanded dramatically. Although the Bolsheviks would shut
down Letste nays in February 1919, after seizing control of Vilna, it was soon replaced
with new newspapers; the city continued to have a Yiddish daily until World War
II.219
Beyond its role in fostering the Yiddish language, Letste nays played an
important role in the development of Jewish associational life. Every issue brought
news of the formation of new organizations and the activities of those already
216

Goldshmidt, “Di yidishe prese,” 588.
Ibid., 601, 605.
218
Zitron, “Di hebreyishe prese,” 614-18.
219
Goldshmidt, 590-612; Ephim Jeshurin, “Di idishe un algemeyne prese in Vilne hayntigen tog
(1934),” in Jeshurin, Vilne, 357-64.
217

137

established. Many of these groups dedicated themselves primarily to holding
conversations about circumstances affecting their own group and more general social
and political questions. This sort of public discourse could only exist with an
accessible press that could report on current events. Furthermore, Letste nays actively
promoted cultural activities such as concerts, exhibitions, and Yiddish theater.
In encouraging readers to attend cultural activities, Letse nays, like many
Jewish (and non-Jewish) newspapers that came before it, engaged in a didactic
mission. Editorials and opinion pieces generally had to avoid major political questions
(unless they involved critique of the Russian government), and current-events
reporting was limited to translations of official press releases. Editors instead sought to
supplement news by publishing edifying pieces that would be enjoyable to the general
reader: articles on Jewish history and ethnography (for example, a series based on the
memoirs of a Jewish cantonist) and works of Yiddish literature or European literature
in Yiddish translation.
Yiddish Theater
Besides wishing to encourage the everyday use of Yiddish, Yiddishists
like Reyzen also aspired to create high culture in the Yiddish language. Theater held a
particularly important place in this project, because it seemed to be an ideal vehicle for
introducing high culture to the masses. Theater presented itself as entertainment – and
as a social gathering – yet, at the same time, theater performances could be of high
artistic value. Furthermore, whereas newspapers and works of literary fiction required
literacy, those who could not read any language could enjoy theater. Russia‟s Jewish
intellectuals thus shared the belief widespread among the Russian intelligentsia that
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theater could be used to educate and enlighten the broader populace. 220 (For this very
reason, the Tsarist government maintained tight controls on theater performances even
after the relaxation of censorship on printed matter in 1905.) Theater therefore
epitomized the civil society that Jewish and non-Jewish intellectuals wished to create
in Russia, one in which masses and elites could gather together to watch a
sophisticated and edifying performance and then subsequently engage in enlightened
discussion about the themes it raised. World War I provided an opportunity for Jewish
intellectuals in Vilna to create just this kind of theater.
Prior to the 1905 Revolution, Yiddish-language theater was for the most part
illegal in Russia. There were clandestine performances, Purim-shpils (traditional
humorous plays enacted in celebration of the holiday of Purim), and the occasional
“German” play which, in fact, was in Yiddish, but important developments in Yiddish
theater took place either just across the border in Austrian Galicia and Romania or in
New York City. Even after the relaxation of censorship in 1905, theatrical
performances in any language required explicit government approval; local officials in
many cases simply continued to enforce the ban. Even where the Russian government
did allow Yiddish theater, the repertoire of approved plays remained small. 221 Toward
the end of 1914, Yiddish theater became illegal once more in Vilna. 222
The German occupation opened new doors for Yiddish theater. In October
1915, a troupe of mostly amateur Yiddish actors – including Sonya Alomis,
Aleksander Azro, and Matisyohu Kovalski – approached Wygodski to ask if he could
220
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secure permission for them to perform in the hall of the Jewish orchestra. Wygodski‟s
initial attempt to do so failed; according to his memoirs, a German Lieutenant Colonel
responded to his request by telling him, “Nearby Vilna the heroic blood of our
Feldgrauen [i.e., German soldiers in their field-gray uniforms] is flowing, and you
wish to put on plays!”223 However, after Ober Ost‟s civil administration took the
reigns of power from divisional officers, they allowed theater performances.
The newly formed “Union of Jewish Dramatic Artists in Vilna under the
Leadership of M. Kovalski” debuted on February 18, 1916 with a production of
Sholem Asch‟s Der landsman (“The Countryman”). Most members of the troupe were
amateurs; several were students who had ceased their studies once the war shut down
schools. The 1915 influx of refugees into Vilna brought several Jewish theater
enthusiasts who would participate in this acting troupe, including Kadison, who had
been the director of the Jewish Dramatic Society in Kovno, and Yakov Sherman, who
had been part of Jewish Dramatic Society in Libava. Alomis had received formal
training in acting, and she and a few others had some experience in Russian-language
productions. The troupe also included two professional actresses and a set designer
who had worked on the Russian-language stage, but had not previously shown any
interest in Yiddish theater. Kovalski, the director and leader of the group, was the only
member with professional Yiddish acting experience. 224 The removal of the Russian
language from public life, and the evacuation of patrons and performers of Russian
theater, suddenly made Yiddish theater a more appealing option for many of these
actors, as well as for audiences.
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In a stroke of luck, the Jewish owner of the Vilna circus gave his auditorium to
Kovalski, fearing that if it were not put to good use it would be confiscated by the
military. The first performance was a success, and even some German soldiers and
officers attended, since they could generally understand Yiddish, while Polish theater
(and Lithuanian and Russian theater, to the extent that they existed) remained
inaccessible. (Even setting aside the alphabet barrier, it can be much easier to follow a
play in a foreign language than read a book, or listen to a lecture, since performances
provide the clues of intonation, gestures, and action.) Soon Yiddish theater became
quite popular among Germans stationed in Vilna. Patronage by German soldiers gave
the theater an extra financial boost, and was probably responsible for keeping it in
business. Its popularity with German personnel also helped it get permission to
relocate to the city‟s main theater in November. 225
From its inception, the Actors‟ Union dedicated itself to performing highbrow
works and in particular eschewed the lowbrow hits of Jacob Gordin, whose large and
varied oeuvre had had such success on the stages of New York‟s Lower East Side.
Once they exhausted the available repertoire of Yiddish plays that met their standards,
the troupe began adding Yiddish translations of Russian and West European pieces,
especially those dealing with Jewish themes. They eventually performed a handful of
Gordin plays as well, out of financial necessity, but otherwise avoided vaudeville and
the so-called shund (trash) plays. The idea of creating a sophisticated Jewish theater
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had ranked high on the agendas of several prominent Jewish cultural figures –
including playwrights Sholem Asch, Y. L. Peretz, and Peretz Hirschbein – in the
decade before the war. This project even met some limited success in the short-lived
(1908-1910) Hirschbein Troupe, during the period of Russia‟s relative laxity toward
Yiddish theater. However, it was the Vilna group that first truly realized this goal. 226
The Yiddish theater benefitted from the political support of Jewish community
leaders such as Wygodski, Olshvanger, and Shabad, as well as from Reyzen‟s
enthusiastic reviews in Letst nays. In 1917, these figures helped obtain permission for
the troupe to travel throughout Ober Ost and even to Warsaw and Łódź putting on
plays. (At this point it became known as the Vilner-Trupe, which survived into the
1920s as one of the great achievements of Yiddish theater.) These supporters of the
Yiddish stage saw a national art theater as a sign of national maturity, just as
nineteenth-century German and Polish intellectuals bemoaned the fact that their own
nations had not produced a Shakespeare, until Friedrich Schiller and Adam
Mickiewicz stepped into these respective roles. In their own accounts, Shabad,
Wygodski, and Reyzen all stressed the national importance of the wartime theater and
praised its commitment to highbrow performances. 227 Available evidence suggests that
the theater attracted large and varied crowds, thereby fulfilling the goal of bringing
high culture to the masses. 228 A German Lieutenant even wrote that it was “currently
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without question the most artistic indigenous theater troupe in the entire Ober Ost
Region and occupied the highest level.” 229
Music, Public Performance, and Jewish Politics
Musical performances, like theater, brought people together in a context
outside of work, family, and synagogue, and could also be used to bring high culture
to the masses. While theater became a venue for the Yiddishist cultural agenda and
those sympathetic to it, wartime Jewish musical activity became intertwined with
specific political programs. Musical performances also briefly provided a space in
which Jews and Germans could interact socially. Unlike theater, however, which
flourished in part because it provided entertainment for Jews as well as Germans,
wartime developments within Jewish music were influenced by the limitations that
German officers placed on attendance of Jewish performances by their men.
The war, the restrictiveness of the Russian military government, and the
evacuation forced Jewish musical clubs to shut down, but, as in other realms of
activity, music revived after the beginning of the German occupation. In the words of
A. M. Bernshteyn, cantor of the Choral Synagogue, “in the course of the two or three
days [after the arrival of the Germans], the city became unrecognizable: suddenly it
was flooded with music. Wherever a door opened onto the street, there was a café or
beer-hall – and of course with music.” 230 The motivation for this sudden interest in
music was commercial: the soldiers of the 10 th Army had just seen several months of
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fierce fighting, but, shortly after the capture of Vilna, their operations had ceased for
the winter. These soldiers were eager for the opportunity to relax and celebrate
victory. Jewish entrepreneurs, for their part, were eager to put their empty storefronts
to profitable use.
Demand for musical entertainment rapidly increased. Hotels bought
gramophones and played recorded klezmer standards for their German guests. Jewish
bands, formerly accustomed to playing at weddings, scrambled to learn patriotic
German songs to appeal to their new audiences. Young Jewish men, and, perhaps even
more so, Jewish women, flocked to concerts and beer-halls to interact casually with
the new and sophisticated-seeming residents of Vilna. The widespread perception that
the worst of the war was over, that German occupation meant freedom from Tsarist
brutality, and that normal economic life would resume (perhaps even accompanied by
new and better economic opportunities), encouraged a mood of levity. 231
This happy musical honeymoon soon came to an end, mainly due to an aspect
of Ober Ost cultural policy very different from de-Russification: the growing concern
on the part of senior German officers for the moral well-being of their troops stationed
in the East. They feared that troops stationed behind the frontlines, who spent their
time securing occupied territory rather than fighting, would suffer from the declining
morale known to plague bored soldiers and, worse yet, come under the influence of
the ostensibly primitive East European environment. Within a few months, officers
issued strict regulations limiting fraternization with the natives. As an antidote, the
Army began creating Soldatenheimen (“soldiers‟ homes”) where officers and men
could relax in a thoroughly German environment and enjoy edifying leisure
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activities.232 As the occupation went on, Jews began to sour toward German rule, and
it is likely that social interactions would have declined regardless.
As a consequence of this policy shift, Jews engaged in such casual activities as
attending concerts primarily in the company of other Jews for the duration of the war.
(Yiddish theater remained one of few areas of public life that drew both Jews and
Germans; otherwise, interactions were largely limited to economic transactions and
official business.) This shift affected highbrow as well as lowbrow music. Before the
occupation, Jewish musicians could see their performances as part of an ethnically
neutral Imperial Russian culture; for instance, Jewish singers and musicians had made
up the majority of the orchestra and chorus of the municipal theater. Vilna‟s famed
Jewish musical prodigies created a sensation in the Jewish press, but performed to an
audience of all ethnicities; eventually, these musicians left provincial Vilna for the big
cities. (The violinist Jascha Heifetz, who was born in Vilna in 1901, left in 1909 to
study at the St. Petersburg conservatory.) With the coming of the war, the ethnically
neutral sphere disappeared and metropolitan centers became inaccessible; music for
and by Jews thus became an almost exclusively Jewish affair.
Explicitly Jewish choirs and musical societies had appeared in Vilna around
the turn of the century and were becoming popular throughout Russia and Congress
Poland in the prewar decade. For instance, a Jewish choir had emerged in Vilna in
1897 to perform highbrow choral music. Yet the choir had been in decline since its
conductor left Vilna in 1912; it seems to have dissolved altogether with the outbreak
of war.233 The German occupation brought a small explosion of new Jewish music
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groups and performances, which became increasingly associated with Jewish
nationalism, especially Zionism.
In 1917, a certain wealthy Zionist named Rashkes decided to sponsor a “blueand-white” ball for the Hanukah holiday. (This sort of event had gained popularity as
an expression of Zionist identity in the prewar years.) As a devotee of choral music,
Rashkes organized a choir to perform for the occasion, reciting classical pieces as well
as the Hebrew folks songs that were part of the new Jewish culture Zionists wished to
create. The choir he assembled was enough of a success that it continued to put on
performances after the event, styling itself “Bene Asaf” (The Sons of Assaf) after a
Biblical composer. 234
On October 10 of the same year, another group of young men and women
formed a “Literary-Dramatic Association,” consisting mainly of students at modern
schools and some older members of the intelligentsia. The organization was a “nonparty [unparteyish] association… with the purpose of drawing Jewish youth to Jewish
culture through lectures, theatrical evenings, performances, discussions of various
scholarly questions, and the like.” 235 It formed a girls‟ choir, named “ha-Zamir” (The
Nightingale) after similar choirs in Warsaw and Łódź and recruited Bernshteyn as its
conductor. It also
recruited Alyosha Shteyn, a member of the professional Yiddish Theater, to direct its
theatrical section. The choir performed both Hebrew and Yiddish folk songs and put
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on public productions for such special occasions as the hundredth anniversary of the
birth of German-Jewish historian Heinrich Graetz. 236
The fact that ha-Zamir had to declare its lack of party orientation and its
willingness to put on performances in both Jewish languages, as well as the explicit
Zionism of Bene Asaf, suggests that supporters of these organizations wished to
provide a counterweight to the socialist Jewish Workers‟ Artistic Association, which
founded a “workers‟ choir” of some forty young men and women in early 1916. (The
Bund‟s prewar experience in pursuing legal activities often kept it a step ahead of
other cultural organizations.) As part of the Association‟s agenda of building classconsciousness, it deliberately excluded non-workers from these concerts. The choir
began by singing folk songs and “proletarian” music, but advanced to performing
pieces by Handel and Hayden, in keeping with the Bund‟s educational goal of
introducing Jewish workers to European culture. Bernshteyn, as a critic of what he
saw as the narrowness of the Bund‟s approach, composed orchestral pieces for
performances in honor of a diverse group of Jewish public figures, including Theodore
Herzl and diaspora nationalist Avrom Reyzen. 237
These musical groups shared the goal of disseminating high culture among
Jews with the cultural section of the Handworkers‟ Cooperative, the Yiddish press,
and the Yiddish Theater. Musical performance also became a cultural outlet for
political ideology that could be used variously by Zionists, Bundists, and ecumenical
Jewish nationalists such as Bernshteyn. Furthermore, concerts, like other
performances, became a vehicle for bringing Jews together as Jews, constituting
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another building block of the modern Jewish civil society that emerged in Vilna during
World War I.
The German Cultural Mission and Jewish Craftsmanship
As was the case with music and theater, World War I also provided an
opportunity for the creation of explicitly Jewish visual arts. Jewish intellectuals had
been interested in cultivating Jewish painting and sculpture – along with other art
forms – in the years before the war. Once again, Ober Ost policies galvanized such
efforts. While German officials‟ concern for the moral well-being of their soldiers led
to restrictions on fraternization and therefore on attendance of local concerts, the same
officials encouraged the production of Jewish crafts and folk art. Their desire to do so
and their attempts to protect German soldiers from moral degeneration formed two
sides of a single coin. Not only did they wish to safeguard their own, they also wished
to raise the cultural level of the native peoples. Furthermore, by encouraging local
ethnic groups to cultivate their own distinctive forms of folk art, they furthered the
policy of de-Russification.
The rulers of Ober Ost, from local officers and administrators up to Ludendorff
himself, saw themselves as Kulturträger, or bearers of culture. Just as they looked
back to a medieval heroic past in which German military prowess conquered the
uncivilized East (and used this past as the basis for their claims to the newly occupied
territories), they also looked back to the same past as a source for a German civilizing
mission in the East. German missionaries and crusaders had helped bring Christianity
to Poland and the Baltic; medieval German colonists had brought trade and knowledge
of handicrafts to East European cities. Ober Ost officialdom, inspired by this narrative,
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believed it their duty both to expose native peoples to German culture and to
encourage them to develop their own, ethnically particular cultures. 238
One such cultural project involved the creation of Arbeitsstuben (literally
“work houses”) where local craftsmen could show off their supposedly traditional folk
art and in turn be exposed to displays of German arts and crafts. To this end, officials
in Vilna invited three representatives of each of the four nationalities to arrange for a
presentation by their respective groups. These representatives included both political
leaders (such as Wygodski for Jews, Vileińis for Lithuanians, and Lutskevich for
Belarusians) and individuals with a particular interest in arts and crafts. The latter
group included Klebanov – a member of the Central Committee and the director of
Hilf durkh arbet (Relief through Work), an organization dedicated to training Jewish
artisans – and the Jewish artist Moyshe Lyubovski. 239
The decision to have each national group display its own work separately
stemmed from in part from a desire to prevent internecine ethnic conflict by striving to
appear even-handed in dealing with each national group. But it also stemmed from
influential German notions of the connection between Kultur and ethnic particularity
and the overall policy of de-Russification. In effect, this approach resembled the
policy of korenizatsiia or “nativization” later pursued by the Soviets, whereby the
regime encouraged each officially recognized national group to cultivate its own
distinctive culture within a politically acceptable framework. The Arbeitsstuben
brought the additional benefit of providing a morally constructive and edifying way
for German soldiers to spend their leisure time.
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Jewish artists and artisans eagerly took up the opportunity to display their work
at the Arbeitsstuben; Wygodski and Klebanov did their part in encouraging them. For
leaders of the nascent artisans‟ movement, the Arbeitsstuben provided a useful
opportunity: Hurvitsh and his associates organized a “Society for Art and Industry” in
order to coordinate the production of a varied display of Jewish artistic talent. The
Society for Art and Industry, along with the Handworkers‟ Cooperatives, later
provided the organizational basis for the Jewish Handworkers‟ Union discussed
above.240
In order to supplement this display of craftsmanship, Klebanov took some
carvings produced by noted Jewish artists of Vilna – including famed sculptor Mark
(Mordekhay) Antokolski – from Vilna‟s small Jewish museum and brought them to
the Relief through Work School. He then had students make reproductions of the
carvings, which were included in the exhibition at the Arbeitsstuben. The carvings,
along with other materials, were offered for sale, and proved popular with German
soldiers eager to send home exotic souvenirs to their families. The money helped
support the needy children who attended the school. Meanwhile, the Bundist Izbitski
brought young men and women involved in workers‟ organizations to the
Arbeitsstuben to gain an education about the arts. 241
The episode of the Arbeitsstuben exemplifies the complex relationship
between Ober Ost policy, Jewish communal politics, civil society, relief work, and
culture. German policies made room for and even encouraged cultural development,
while Jewish communal leaders took advantage of every cultural opportunity available
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to them. Cultural activities could help support, and were in turn supported by, relief
organizations both of the charitable model (like Relief through Work) and the mutualaid model (like the Handworkers‟ Union). These civic activities, involving both
culture and economics, eventually became channels for political representation for
their members. They also provided an avenue for the agendas of Jewish political
movements, such as the Bund.
In an article published in 1922, Lyubovski summed up developments in Jewish
art as follows:
With the beginning of the war, and then of the German occupation, everything
died out. Most artists – a large portion of Jewish and Polish artists and all of
the Russian – left Vilna and those who remained were, as if by magic, divided
according to nationality. All the art institutions were either closed or
evacuated; life became difficult. It occurred to nobody to revive art. 242
Thus, wartime Jewish art followed a tripartite pattern – decline during 1914-15,
increasing division along ethnic lines, and revival under German occupation – that it
shared with theater, music, and the press. As was the case with Jewish music and
Yiddish theater, internal Jewish currents combined with wartime circumstances to
encourage the creation of specifically Jewish culture.
The Russian Revolution and Jewish Culture in Vilna
While the developments discussed above began in 1915 or 1916, the 1917
Russian Revolution brought further changes in Jewish cultural life, giving additional
impetus to existing trends. The Revolution‟s impact was gradual, largely because of
limits on communication between Russia and the Ober Ost territories. Despite these
limitations, however, the Revolution had a threefold impact on Jewish Vilna: first, it
brought a degree of liberalization in Ober Ost policy; second, it encouraged renewed
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political activity among Jews and non-Jews in Vilna; finally, it exposed the Jews of
Vilna to specifically Jewish cultural developments in Revolutionary Russia.
When the February Revolution overtook Russia, German censors allowed for
reporting on the subject, especially since it seemed initially to play into German
propaganda of Russian weakness. 243 However, the downfall of Nicholas II presented
Ober Ost with a grave public relations problem. Previously, German rule could
reasonably present itself to the local population as an improvement over Russian
domination – at least in the areas of civil rights and national self-expression. That
changed once the Russian Provisional Government granted extensive personal
freedoms and began making generous promises of national rights for Poles, Jews,
Finns, and other minority peoples. The people of Ober Ost now had reason to wonder
if they would not be better off under Russian rule.
At first, German censors‟ careful control of press reports and the problems of
communication across the frontlines made it difficult, but not impossible, for those in
Vilna to learn about circumstances in newly democratic Russia. The situation changed,
however, in September 1917, when Ludendorff followed up a series of victories in
Galicia and Volhynia with a successful attack on Riga, wrapping up the northern end
of the Eastern Front. Suddenly, residents of Vilna began to have contact (albeit
limited, due to Verkehrspolitik) with people who had lived for six months in Russia‟s
heady atmosphere of revolutionary freedom.
Once it became more difficult for Ober Ost to shield its people from
knowledge of Revolutionary Russia, pressure mounted on its rulers to liberalize. The
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broad civic freedoms, religious rights for Catholics and Jews, and concessions
regarding the use of national languages granted by German authorities in the initial
months of occupation had at first managed to gain some degree of obedience from the
population. Ober Ost restrictions on political activity had not seemed particularly
severe compared to what had been endured under the Tsars. But after confiscations,
forced labor, and economic restrictions had soured relations, and once native peoples
began to suspect that their former compatriots across the border enjoyed something
better, Ober Ost had to offer its inhabitants more in order to compete with Russia for
the loyalty of its own population. Its major effort involved the creation of the
Lithuanian Taryba (see Chapter 1), but it also became more inclined to turn a
benevolent eye to, for instance, concerts with overtly Zionist overtones. The fact that
both the choirs Bene Asaf and ha-Zamir were founded in 1917 speaks to the relaxed
post-Revolutionary atmosphere in Ober Ost. The same can be said of the expansion of
the Jewish press in 1917-18.
In addition to this relaxation on Ober Ost‟s part, the Revolutionary mood itself
began to spill over into Ober Ost. As a result, both Jews and non-Jews in Vilna started
to imagine a postwar future characterized by democratization, liberalization, and
increased national rights. A prime example of the post-revolutionary mood in Vilna
was the creation of the Yidisher Kultur Fareyn (Jewish Culture Union) in July of 1917.
In March of that year – reacting to the first reports of Revolution in Russia – Boris
Halpern had circulated a letter announcing that the time for national rebirth had
arrived for all peoples, including Jews. Halpern called for the formation of an
institution that would bring culture, education, and economic development to Vilna‟s
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Jews. The newly formed Culture Union also covertly adopted a political platform,
endorsing the re-structuring of the Russian Empire as a federation of nationalities with
equal rights for Jews, Lithuanians, Poles, and Belarusians. The founders of the
organization belonged to various Jewish socialist and liberal political orientations;
therefore, it strove to ensure that its platform, while firmly in favor of some sort of
Jewish nationalism, and firmly to the left, could cross ideological barriers. While the
Culture Union could do little in furtherance of its political agenda besides pass
resolutions, it pursued its cultural agenda vigorously: offering evening courses on
general topics, opening a library, sponsoring amateur dramatic performances, and
attempting to support cooperatives and technical education for Jews. 244 That is, it
devoted itself to the kinds of activities that had been on the rise since the beginning of
the German occupation, building on the prior work of other civic institutions. The
Culture Union sought to provide new ways for Jews to gather and act as a community,
while at the same time serving as a vehicle for the political, cultural, and economic
agendas of the modernizing intelligentsia.
The Culture Union‟s official platform bespoke the eagerness of its members to
move from social and cultural to political activity and the close connection its
members perceived between culture and politics. They were not alone in this
perception. Choral performances, art exhibitions, and even a newspaper‟s choice of
language could all have political overtones. The new civic and cultural institutions that
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sprung up during the war, in addition to changing the landscape of public life in Vilna,
led to a political awakening among the Jewish population. The restructuring of the
Central Committee in May 1917 had already created an opening for both social groups
and political groups to participate as such in communal politics, through the medium
of their civic associations. When elections for a democratically elected Kehilah took
place in December 1918, these civic associations created constituencies for the new
political parties.
Another important development, itself a consequence of the Revolution, came
to Vilna‟s Jewish cultural life in 1918: Jews in Vilna became exposed to parallel
cultural developments in Revolutionary Russia. The fall of Riga, while exposing
Jewish residents of Vilna to general trends within Russia, had done little to bring
Jewish residents of Vilna into contact with specifically Jewish cultural developments
on the other side of the border. Most of the newly annexed area did not belong to the
Pale of Settlement, nor did it include the big cities outside the Pale (such as Moscow,
Kharkov, and Petrograd) that became important centers of new Jewish cultural trends
after the Revolution. Furthermore, large numbers of civilians had fled Riga and its
surrounding areas before Riga‟s fall to Germany. Thus there had been little Jewish
cultural activity there in the previous two years. However, the March 1918 Treaty of
Brest-Litovsk extended German holdings eastward beyond Minsk, thereby
incorporating places with Jewish populations that would have carefully followed
recent Russian-Jewish political and cultural developments. Furthermore, the signing of
the treaty coincided with some easing of restrictions on movement, leading to a flow
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of people back into Vilna, who brought with them information about developments in
Russia, inspiring new endeavors. 245
As a result, in 1918 the Jews of Vilna gained exposure to what Kenneth Moss
has termed the “Jewish Cultural Renaissance” in Revolutionary Russia. Moss argues
that freedoms granted by the Revolution combined with several existing trends in
Jewish thought to create a rich and lively discussion among Jewish writers about what
constituted Jewish national culture and how to go about creating a Jewish high culture
that was both distinctively Jewish and on par with the high cultures of other European
nations. Concomitant with these discussions came concrete efforts to create
institutions that could not only foster the creation of such a culture but also bring it to
the masses, i.e., newspapers, journals, publishing houses, art exhibitions, and other
similar institutions. 246
Many of the developments that Moss discusses in fact originated in the period
between August 1914 and February 1917, thus occurring during the war but before the
Revolution. Among these were the creation of the Omanut and Stybel publishing
houses in Moscow in 1916, the formation of the Jewish Theater Society in Petrograd
in 1916 (which was the forerunner of the Moscow-based ha-Bimah theater company),
and the founding of Jewish museums in Odessa and Petrograd. These phenomena had
parallels in German-occupied Vilna, suggesting that one can speak of wartime trends
in East European Jewish culture of which developments in Revolutionary Russia were
only a part. In fact, many Jewish cultural activities in Vilna prefigured those in
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Revolutionary Russia, for the logical reason that Vilna‟s Jews gained freedoms in
October 1915 that Jews remaining under Tsarist rule would not obtain until February
1917. Moreover, much as individual refugees from Kovno, Kurland, and Warsaw
played key roles in wartime developments in Vilna, refugees from Poland and the Pale
played key roles in parallel developments in Russia proper, including such Vilna
transplants as Shmuel Niger and Daniel Tsharni.247
Once communication between German-occupied territories and Revolutionary
Russia slowly became possible after Brest-Litvosk, these parallel paths began to
converge, resulting in fertile cross-pollination between Jews under Russian and
German rule. New ideas from Russia influenced conversations about Jewish culture
among Vilna‟s Jewish intelligentsia. As will be discussed in the following chapter,
Jewish institutions founded in Revolutionary Russia, such as the Tarbut society for
Hebrew culture, came to Vilna, where they were integrated with local institutions that
had been founded during the period of German occupation.
One effect of the influence of Revolutionary Russia‟s politically charged
atmosphere was that Jewish organizations had increasing difficulty holding together
members of different political orientations. This became especially true toward the end
of 1918, as German rule began to unravel and more open political activity became
possible. The Culture Union, a casualty of this phenomenon, again serves as useful
example. Socialist members began to defect and only adherents of the liberal
nationalist Jewish Democratic Party (also known as the Folkspartey), such as Halpern,
remained. As a result, by the time the campaign for seats in the Kehilah began, the
Culture Union simply provided an organizational basis for this party – which had been
247
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dormant since the beginning of the war, but would go on to play an important role in
interwar Vilna politics.
Conclusion
Scholars who have explored trends in Russian-Jewish civil society and culture
have tended to focus either on the pre-World War I decades or on the 1917 Russian
Revolution and its aftermath. As a result, the historiography tends to overlook the
World War itself. Yet the Vilna case suggests that the war was a watershed in the
formation of Jewish cultural institutions. Certainly, as Veidlinger has argued, the 1905
Revolution sparked developments in Jewish public culture, yet these continued to be
greatly circumscribed by a repressive regime. The events of 1905 similarly played an
important role in moving Jewish ideologies to adopt cultural platforms, but these
platforms had remained largely theoretical until World War I. Other scholars have
focused on modernizing Jewish civic associations based in St. Petersburg and directed
by a wealthy and acculturated Jewish elite (such as the OPE). 248 Despite the important
impact of these organizations, they did not establish much of a presence as social
organizations in the towns and cities of the Pale prior to the war.
World War I provided a particular combination of circumstances – economic
change, state policy, and population movement – that transformed the new Jewish
culture into a social reality. At the same time, the war brought about the decline of
traditional, religiously oriented associations. Vilna emerged from the war with a
complete, top-to-bottom, Jewish civil society that actively identified as such. It had a
central Jewish governing body, a vast network of clubs and associations representing
various groups and interests, cultural organizations, economic cooperatives, and
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physical centers that served as gathering places for socialization. The modernizing
intelligentsia utilized all aspects of this civil society for its agenda of reforming the
Jewish people. However, their goals could not be achieved without reforming Jewish
education, which will be the subject of the next chapter.
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CHAPTER 3: EDUCATION AND CULTURAL POLITICS
The First World War gave Vilna‟s modernizing intelligentsia an opportunity to
carry out one of their longstanding goals: the creation of a network of modern Jewish
elementary and secondary schools that would give children both secular educations
and a strong sense of Jewish identity. The war saw the founding of Vilna‟s first Jewish
kindergartens, its first Yiddish-language primary schools, and its first Hebrew
gymnasium. These institutions came into being despite the burdens of wartime poverty
and the persistent lack of communal funds. They succeeded, in part, because wartime
population movement and economic devastation destabilized established educational
systems, leaving some children without access to schooling, but also creating room for
new kinds of educational institutions. New schools also succeeded because of Ober
Ost‟s educational policies, which were liberal in comparison to those of the Tsarist
regime.
The wartime flourishing of modern schools, however, dashed any hopes of a
unified system of Jewish education. Instead, ideological differences concerning
education eventually undermined cooperation among the modernizing intelligentsia.
By the war‟s end, multiple organizations, representing different political and cultural
ideologies, ran competing Jewish school networks. Meanwhile, Orthodox educational
institutions underwent internal changes, while Orthodox leaders sought ways to
compete with the newly created Jewish schools.
Jewish Schooling during the First Year of War, August 1914 – August 1915
When war broke out in 1914, most children in Vilna continued to attend
school as usual. The war‟s effects were, at first, gradual. A few teachers were called
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up for military service or auxiliary civilian activities. Growing economic problems
may have affected enrollment patterns, but their consequences would not be fully felt
until later on. The first major strain on wartime education came from the influx of
refugees. Jewish organizations in Vilna, in addition to having to provide food,
clothing, and shelter for these refugees, faced the daunting task of educating their
children. Their response prefigured changes in Jewish education that would occur
under the German occupation.
Communal leaders utilized the necessity of addressing a humanitarian crisis as
an opportunity to create what they considered progressive educational institutions.
First, in October 1914, a group of concerned individuals established a Jewish
kinderheym or children‟s home – the first of its kind in Vilna. 249 The home,
somewhere between a kindergarten, day-care center, and elementary school, served
the primary purpose of giving roughly one hundred displaced boys and girls a place to
spend their days under adult supervision. Children received at least one meal per day,
as well as clothes and shoes. The teachers (all of whom were volunteers) ensured that
children bathed once a week – a crucial activity when hygienic standards were low
and the refugee crisis presented a growing hazard to public health. The curriculum,
although circumscribed by limited resources, included Yiddish, Russian, arithmetic,
reading of children‟s books, crafts, singing, drawing, and outdoor exercise. The school
received support from EKOPO (Jewish Committee for Aid to the Victims of the War)
along with individual local benefactors. 250 During the subsequent years of the war,
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several children‟s homes would be founded in Vilna that would take in native children
as well as refugees. 251
The kinderheym differed in every possible way from the dingy, pedagogically
conservative, and boys-only heder, which was the only form of education most of
these children had previously known. Furthermore, even those children who received
their educations in modern schools would not have begun with kindergarten, since no
such institution existed. (There were only a handful of kindergartens in all of Russia at
the time.) The emphasis on instruction not based on rote learning, and hands-on
activities such as crafts and drawing, reflected the most modern trends in pedagogy.
The use of Yiddish as a language of formal instruction alongside Russian, while not
unheard of, conformed to the program of a particular segment of the Jewish
intelligentsia. In a reversal of the pre-war trend, poor indigent children – rather than
children of the Jewish bourgeoisie – gained exposure to the most innovative
educational approaches.
In the summer of 1915, not long after the expulsion of Jews from the Kovno
Province brought even greater waves of refugees to Vilna, the governing committee of
the local branch of the OPE (Society for the Spread of Enlightenment among Jews)
expressed a consensus that it ought to organize proper elementary schools for refugee
children to supplement the kinderheymen. The OPE could thus not only help the
refugees, but also effect an end-run around the Orthodox establishment by using
funding from the parent organization in Petrograd to provide modern elementary
schools for children who were currently not attending school at all. Zionists on the
OPE Committee, generally more sympathetic to religious education, proposed the
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moderate step of creating a “shul-kheyder.” Such a school would be an intermediate
step between the hadarim metukanim that the OPE had sponsored throughout Russia
since the turn of the century and a modern school. Yiddishist members wished to take
the more radical step of creating a “folks-shul” – a modern secular school that taught
such subjects as Jewish history and literature in Yiddish. (Russian law continued to
dictate that general subjects be taught in Russian.) The rapid German advance on
Vilna and the ensuing chaos, however, prevented this debate from reaching a
conclusion. 252
The evacuation of Vilna in the late summer and fall of 1915 gave Jewish
education – along with every other aspect of life – a much greater shock than the
refugee crisis. The Russian Army not only ordered Vilna‟s military garrison to depart,
but also the city‟s civilian administration, including the faculty of government schools.
Furthermore, teachers and administrators at private Russian-language schools, most of
whom were ethnic Russians themselves, tended to be among those fled. 253 Thus, for
instance, M. Prizurov‟s Gymnasium for Girls, a private nondenominational school
where Jews made up a significant portion of the student body, 254 had to close its doors
during the Russian Retreat.
As Jews who fled tended to belong to elite groups, there were many teachers
and students at secular Jewish schools among them. In the wake of the Russian
evacuation, OPE activist Sofia Gurevtish, for instance, managed to transfer her entire
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gymnasium to Poltava, where it remained until after the war‟s end. (Like the planned
folks-shul, this school – the flagship of secular Yiddishism in Vilna – used Russian as
its primary language of instruction, but taught some classes in Yiddish.) 255 Similarly,
when Rabbi Grodzienski fled, many of his select group of disciples followed him. By
the time German soldiers marched into Vilna, the Jerusalem of Lithuania had already
lost some of its most prominent educational institutions.
The Shaping of Ober Ost Educational Policy in Vilna: September – December
1915
In the weeks following the arrival of the Germans, normal life began to
reemerge out of the chaos. The heder required only the most rudimentary resources – a
room with tables and chairs, a single teacher, and books – and thus could resume
functioning most easily. Poor melamedim were certainly not among those likely to
have left during the evacuation. The Talmud Torahs, charged with educating the
poorest children, also managed to keep their doors open, but they could not keep up
with the rapid pace of pauperization. 256 The combination of a ballooning number of
refugees, economic crisis, and the disappearance of income from local donors and
organizations based in the Russian interior completely overwhelmed the ability of
these schools to provide free educations for poor children.257
The remnants of the Jewish intelligentsia first responded to the educational
crisis in an ad hoc and clandestine manner. Teachers gathered together with small
groups of students who had previously attended modern schools, mostly in private
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homes, and conducted improvised classes. 258 These classes remained secret because
German occupation authorities had not yet clarified their position on educational
activities, but had made various attempts to close local schools, and took a negative
approach to any social or political activity on the part of the occupied population. 259
When the new German rulers of Vilna became aware of the secret schools,
their primary concern was with their language of instruction. Classes in these informal
schools were conducted in Russian.260 As Ober Ost began to develop its policy of deRussification, it moved to forbidding the use of Russian as a language of instruction in
schools. However, during the first weeks of occupation, Ludendorff and his
subordinates were still in the process of learning about the unfamiliar realm they now
governed, and did not yet have a sense of the distinctions among various ethnic
groups.261 Consequently, when Captain von Beckerath, Chief Administrator of the
Vilna District, summoned Wygodski to express his concern about reports of secret
Jewish schools conducting classes in Russian, the former did not have a sense of what
language should be used in Jewish schools. 262
According to Wygodski‟s recollection of the conversation, he proposed to
Beckerath that schools be allowed to function openly and use Yiddish as the language
of instruction. Beckerath responded by asking what exactly Yiddish was. Wygodski
replied that it was the local Jewish dialect and succeeded in convincing Beckerath that
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Yiddish – as the mother-tongue of the majority of Vilna‟s Jewish denizens and a close
linguistic relative of German – ought to be the approved language of instruction in
Jewish schools. 263 With the support of Tsemakh Shabad of the local OPE and the
sympathy of Rabbi Rubinstein, Wygodski could get support from official Jewish
organizations to turn the secret schools and the remnants of other local institutions into
government-approved Yiddish-language schools. Thus, after years of conflict within
the Jewish community and between Jewish institutions and the Russian government,
the modern Yiddish school had suddenly attained official recognition as the norm.
Wygodski‟s coup for Yiddish did not bring a decisive end to controversies
concerning Jewish schooling, which would smolder on throughout the war and flare
up immediately afterwards. It nonetheless constituted an important victory for the
cause of Yiddish as a language of instruction, especially by gaining the legitimacy of
official approval for a language many still referred to simply as “Jargon.” Such a
development could happen with relative ease because of the removal of the Russifying
forces of the Tsarist regime, the weakening of the positions of both the old
Russophone elite and the old religious elite, the de facto recognition of Jewish
nationality by the German regime, and the sheer chaos and disruption of 1915.
As stability gradually returned to Vilna, Jewish schools continued to reopen
and community organizations tried to recover from the severing of financial support
from Petrograd. On December 22, 1915, Ober Ost clarified its educational policy by
publishing a series of orders, signed by Hindenburg, regulating schooling. These
orders ratified as law what was already becoming fact in Vilna. The primary language
of instruction in all schools was to be students‟ “mother tongue,” but schools were
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required to teach German in addition. A classified corollary to these regulations
explicitly forbade attempts at Germanization. 264 The end of Russian rule and
demographic changes resulting from evacuation served to bolster the mother-tongue
policy by removing much of the impetus for Russian-language education.
Beyond linguistic requirements, the orders contained detailed prescriptions
concerning pedagogy and curriculum, but – apart from affirming the principle of
universal education in basic secular subjects – had little effect on actual practice.
Germany‟s resources were spread too thin by war to invest much treasure or
manpower in creating and administering schools in its occupied territories.265
The new Ober Ost educational policies aimed first and foremost to instill a
sense of orderliness and obedience in local youth through primary education. Second,
schooling was part of Ober Ost‟s broader program of bringing Kultur to the
supposedly backwards people of the East, which involved the cultivation not merely of
individual but also of national consciousness. In addition, more Machiavellian
concerns were at work. Education in the mother-tongue could completely dislodge
Russian from its role in everyday life, eroding Russian claims to the territory. The new
order concerning education also undermined the aspiration of the Poles – the most
powerful ethnic group in the area – to use the new situation to Polonize Belarusians,
Lithuanians, and perhaps even Jews. At the same time, such a policy could mollify
Poles by giving them greater cultural autonomy than they had enjoyed under the
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Russians. The Central Powers, deeply concerned that mishandling the Polish question
could cause them grave strategic problems, viewed such calculations as crucial. 266
Given the variety of concerns that went into shaping Ober Ost‟s educational
policies, the Jewish question was hardly a primary preoccupation. Despite the military
regime‟s penchant for micromanaging everyday life, and despite the specificity of
Hindenburg‟s orders on schooling, Vilna Jewry experienced a degree of laissez-faire
when it came to educational policy, especially in comparison with the constant, and
sometimes hostile, interference of the Tsarist regime. A flourishing of new educational
institutions ensued, along with the continued existence of old ones. Every one of these
schools struggled constantly under the weight of economic crisis, which made funding
from the Jewish Central Committee a sine qua non for most of them. Since the Central
Committee preferred to channel funds through the Vilna OPE and other Jewish
organizations, the three-tiered system of state-run, organization-run, and private
schools that had existed before the war collapsed into a system where organization-run
(or “societal” [gezelshaftlekh] schools) took center stage.
The Jewish Folks-Shul
The Vilna OPE, the foremost sponsor of such “societal schools” before the
war, now found itself cut off from its parent organization in Petrograd. (To emphasize
this change, I will henceforth referred to the Vilna branch by its Hebrew and Yiddish
name: the Hevrah Mefitse Haskalah or Mefitse haskalah.) However, just before the
evacuation, it had received 10,000 rubles from Petrograd, and hence began the
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occupation on relatively firm financial footing. 267 The moment Hindenburg issued his
orders on education Mefitse Haskalah seized the opportunity to create new forms of
Jewish education in Vilna. It did so by creating a folks-shul for boys like the one
proposed by the Yiddishist faction a few months earlier. It also took control of the
elementary school for girls that had been founded in 1912 by OPE activists Hayim
Fyalkov and Devorah Kupershteyn and transformed it into an sister school for girls. In
order to understand the significance of this step, it is first necessary to examine the
history of the term folks-shul and its meaning in light of debates over Jewish education
taking place in Russia on the eve of World War I.
Beginning in 1874, during the second decade of its existence, the OPE began
to pay increased attention to primary education. With the establishment of its School
Commission in 1894, supporting modern Jewish primary schools became the focal
point of its activities. By this time, the OPE‟s leadership had become concerned not
only with providing Jews with secular educations (its original goal), but also with
providing good Jewish educations, however construed. In other words, it wished to
combat both ignorance of Judaism and assimilation. A lively debate thus began over
what constituted proper Jewish education. What roles ought one to give to Hebrew and
Yiddish vis-à-vis one another and vis-à-vis Russian? How should religion be taught,
and how much? Did Jewish literature deserve a place in the curriculum? Jewish
history? These debates intensified in 1908, when the OPE reorganized to expand its
membership and to make it easier for local branches to form. 268 This struggle within
the OPE followed on the heels of the post-1905 turn to cultural work within the
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Zionist and Bundist movements, when each became increasingly interested in
establishing schools in keeping with their ideologies. Diaspora nationalists too joined
the fray, with their own ideas about Jewish schooling. 269
Members of the different ideological streams came together in their desire to
create what Yiddishists termed a folks-shul and Hebraists a bet sefer „amami. Both
terms ultimately stemmed from the German word Volksschule, coined in the
eighteenth century with the introduction of public education in Prussia. The original
Volksschüle were free, compulsory, and state-sponsored elementary schools. At the
time, the word Volk had not yet acquired the ethnic connotation attached to it by
theorist of nationalism J. G. Herder and his successors; it simply meant “the people.”
Thus, like the American term “public school,” Volksschul denoted a “school for the
people” as opposed to private schools intended for a narrow elite.
In the 1860s and 1870s, when the Russian government began major reforms of
primary education, the term narodnoe uchilishche – a literal translation of Volksschule
– became a common term for schools sponsored by the Ministry of Public
Enlightenment or by local government. By this time, the word narod had come to
mean “nation” as well as “the common folk,” 270 even if the term narodnoe uchilishche
merely meant “public school.” When Jewish educational reformers employed the term
folks-shul, they were seeking a term equivalent to narodnoe uchilishche. (Hence, the
Hebrew equivalent bet sefer „amami, “people‟s school,” rather than bet sefer le‟umi,
“national school.”) However, when narodnoe was re-translated as folk in the context
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of early twentieth-century Europe, the term had become inextricably linked to the
valence of “national.”
This lexical journey illuminates what Moyshe Shalit (who, in addition to his
activities as a journalist was also a leading member of Mefitse Haskalah) meant when
he described a recently created elementary school as “the first experiment with a
model folksshul in Yiddish” in a 1916 report. 271 Unlike any schools that had
previously existed in Vilna, this one used Yiddish as its primary language of
instruction for both general and Jewish subjects, and also taught reading and writing in
Yiddish – steps that would have been illegal under Russian rule. Yiddish had been the
language of instruction in the heder for centuries; furthermore, some reformed
hadarim and Talmud Torahs (such as Vilna‟s Torat Emet) had also used Yiddish for
general subjects. However, two features distinguished the new folks-shul from
anything that had existed beforehand: first, all subjects, both Jewish and general (with
the exception, perhaps, of other languages), were taught in Yiddish; second, Yiddish
reading, writing, and grammar, were taught formally, just as Russian was taught in
Russian schools and German in German schools. (Children also received instruction in
the Hebrew language.) In addition, the folks-shul did what few Jewish schools before
it had done: teach a full complement of Jewish secular subjects, most importantly,
Jewish history.
The curricula of these new schools conformed, in broad terms, with what
prewar proponents of the Jewish folks-shul of all ideological orientations imagined.
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The use of Yiddish and the teaching of the Jewish cultural heritage (mostly in the form
of Jewish history and the Hebrew Bible), gave these schools a folk quality. Because
they were Jewish in an ethno-national sense, they met one of the defining
characteristics of the folks-shul.
Nonetheless, the phrase “yidishe folks-shul” primarily meant “Jewish public
school.” Prewar discourse on the Jewish folks-shul was intertwined with proposals of
national-cultural, extraterritorial autonomy for Jews favored by Jewish nationalists of
varying stripes. Theorists of the folks-shul had envisioned a special Jewish ministry
that would administer government-funded Jewish public schools alongside public
schools for other ethnic groups. Despite Ober Ost‟s de facto recognition of a Jewish
nation on equal footing with others, no such system existed in occupied Vilna.
Furthermore, public schools, then as now, were generally understood to be free and
state-sponsored. The boys‟ folks-shul was neither, as students paid a tuition of 1.5
rubles per month. (Its equivalent for girls charged a three-ruble a year fee for
textbooks and supplies, rather than tuition.) 272
Nevertheless, supporters of these schools saw them as a kind of Jewish public
school. In part, they viewed them thus because of their aspiration that they would one
day become publicly funded institutions connected to official Jewish cultural
autonomy. But in many real ways, the folks-shuln had the hallmarks of a public
institution. More than half of the students at the boys‟ school received complete or
partial waiver of tuition, so the figure of 1.5 rubles per month is somewhat
deceptive.273 Furthermore, although the impoverishment of Vilna‟s Jews was well
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under way by the time the school opened its doors, even full tuition constituted quite a
small sum. Finally, Mefitse Haskalah, a public institution in which membership was in
theory open to all, ran the school, rather than a closed group of philanthropists or an
individual running it as a business. As will be discussed later on in this chapter, the
new situation also brought about a change in the nature of the Mefitse Haskalah itself.
These new schools had a profound impact on Jewish education in Vilna.
Mefitse Haskalah also added a third, coeducational folks-shul in Antokol.
Furthermore, the Kinder-farzorgung (Care for Children) organization, which became
increasingly closely connected with Mefitse Haskalah during the war, transformed its
girls‟ elementary school into a folks-shul similar to the others. Prior to the war, the
OPE school for girls, as well as the Kinder-farzorgung school, had mainly attracted
students from the poor and lower middle class; wealthier parents sent their daughters
to private or state-run schools. During the war, these schools began to attract girls
from the upper-middle class, who had previously attended Russian public schools,
since such schools had ceased to exist. 274 As in the case of civic and cultural activities,
the German occupation turned Jews away from a cosmopolitan imperial culture
toward a distinctively Jewish culture.
The folks-shuln succeeded in doing more than drawing the students who would
have otherwise attended less overtly Jewish school to national education; they also
recruited some who would have otherwise attended heder. The boys‟ folks-shul, for
instance, recruited a diverse student body, representing close to the entire spectrum of
Jewish children in Vilna. When it first opened, it accepted students aged eight through
274
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twelve. (This decision stemmed from the Mefitse Haskalah‟s limited resources; in the
middle of 1916, the school added additional classes and began accepting six- and
seven-year olds.) Since children normally began elementary school at age six, and
heder even earlier, all the original students had attended some sort of school
previously. Students came from government schools, private elementary schools, and
from hadarim. This variety of prior experience caused numerous problems: there were
children who had studied Talmud but could not compose a sentence in Yiddish, let
alone in a non-Jewish language; at the other extreme were children who could read,
write, and speak Russian but did not know the letters of the Hebrew alphabet. Students
also applied for admission to the school with no prior schooling whatsoever, and had
to be turned away. 275
While the need to integrate such a diverse student body posed a major
challenge for educators, it also marked the school‟s ability to recruit students who
would have otherwise attended heder. Parents of such children were attracted to the
Folks-shul because it provided a thoroughly Jewish environment, and taught boys
Hebrew, the Pentateuch, and the Prophets, while also giving children such skills as
knowledge of mathematics and non-Jewish languages that could potentially help them
to secure a better future. Information about dropouts also sheds some light on parental
concerns. According to Shalit‟s report, many of the younger children whose parents
took them out of the boys‟ folks-shul did so because they had second thoughts about
deviation from traditional schooling. Nonetheless, most of these parents intended to
return their children to heder merely for two or three years to insure a minimum of
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religious instruction, and thereafter send them back to the folks-shul, in order to get
the best of both worlds. 276
More mundane considerations also played a role in educational decisions. As
before the war, poorer parents tended to prefer traditional education, while wealthier
parents were more likely to consider the modern kind. Yet hadarim were private
institutions, and their melamedim lived off fees they collected from students; the
wartime economic crisis made even the meager heder fee a burden. The Talmud
Torahs could only take in so many children. The societal schools, on the other hand,
charged minimal fees and offered scholarships. Modern school also had the advantage
of providing more than education: beginning in 1915, the Mefitse Haskalah folks-shul
for girls provided each student with a shirt; students also received smocks to be worn
only in class. Furthermore, Mefitse Haskalah schools also took responsibility for
pupils‟ medical needs. 277 The scarcity of everything and devastating pauperization that
reigned during the German occupation meant that even the offer of a few extra items
of clothing could have significant appeal.
Schools also provided meals for students. The Kinder-farzorgung school gave
all pupils tea with sugar every morning and provided breakfast for the poorest among
them. Torat Emet fed students breakfast, as well as giving them clothes and shoes.
Mefitse Haskalah soon realized that many parents preferred these schools to its own
folks-shuln because they relieved them of some of the burden of feeding their
children. In June 1916, it responded by opening a joint cafeteria for both the boys‟ and
girls‟ schools, which would remain open during school vacations. Officially children
276

Ibid., 141. For the phenomenon of “dual attendance” in general, see Rappaport, Jewish Education
244-45.
277
Shalit, “Vilner shulen,” 140, 149.

175

paid for each meal, but 45% received meals for free, and an additional 25% at half
price.278 The provision of food and social services during a period of desperate poverty
brought about a major victory for modern national education.
Hebrew Education
Mefitse Haskalah based the curricula of its new folks-shuln on the compromise
arrived upon by Hebraists and Yiddishists at the 1913 all-Russian congress of the
OPE: Yiddish as the primary language of instruction, instruction in Hebrew as a
second language, and study of the Hebrew Bible in Hebrew. This compromise was
merely theoretical prior to the war, as the Russian government strictly limited the use
of non-Russian languages in schools. The new opportunities for Jewish education that
arose under German occupation, however, would reignite the curriculum debate
between Hebraists and Yiddishists that had divided the OPE Congress, as will be
discussed below. Vilna Hebraists pressed for greater inclusion of Hebrew and related
subjects in Mefitse Haskalah-sponsored schools; in addition, they also acted outside of
Mefitse Haskalah to establish schools with Hebrew as the primary language of
education.
Dr. Yosef Epshteyn (1874-1916), himself a member of Mefitse Haskalah‟s
governing committee, decided that Hindenburg‟s orders concerning education
provided an opportunity to do what had long been an aspiration of Vilna Zionists: the
establishment of a modern, Hebrew-language gymnasium in Vilna. A native of
Poltava and a graduate of the University of Kharkov, Epshteyn had settled in Vilna in
1913 after living for two years in the nearby shtetl of Smorgon. Like other Jewish
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physicians, his profession gave him both prestige and the opportunity to gain the
respect of a broad segment of the Jewish community through personal interactions,
providing a natural segue into a position of communal leadership. He quickly became
one of the leading figures in Vilna‟s Zionist circles. 279
Epshteyn wasted no time. In December 1915, he gathered fifteen students in
his house and began teaching them the Hebrew language, Hebrew Bible, and Jewish
history along with mathematics, geography, science, and world history. This
“Hebräische Normalschule” expanded its student body to 75 boys and girls, divided
into four grades, over the course of the next two months, forcing it to move into its
own space. As it continued to grow, it added Latin and other subjects to its curriculum
and changed its name to “The Hebrew Gymnasium.” All classes were conducted in
Hebrew, in keeping with cultural-Zionist linguistic orthodoxy of the day. By the
summer of 1916, it had 250 students and multiple classes for each grade-level and
once again had to move to larger accommodations. 280
Notably, the decrees of December 22 never specified how the mother-tongue
of students was to be determined. For the majority of Vilna Jews, this tongue was
Yiddish, and Wygodski had already obtained the language‟s de facto official
recognition. The remaining Jews were native Russian-speakers, but education in this
language was forbidden. There were no Jews who were native speakers of Hebrew,
making the Hebrew Gymnasium technically illegal. According to one account, when
government inspectors visited the school, Hebrew education ceased for the day.
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(Presumably, classes were conducted in German or Yiddish.) 281 Nonetheless, it did not
remain a secret that Hebrew played a key role in the school‟s curriculum, and official
correspondence between the school administrators and German officials referred to it
as “The Hebrew Gymnasium.” 282 At no point did German officials try to shut down
the school because of its use of Hebrew. Thus Ober Ost‟s tendency to allow
educational freedom outweighed its tendency to regulate when it came to the
pioneering of new forms of Jewish education.
The establishment of the Hebrew Gymnasium constituted a major development
both for Vilna and for cultural Zionism at large. The history of Hebraism in Vilna
predated Zionism (even of the pre-Herzlian Hibat Tsiyon variety) by a few decades;
Vilna had been the capital of the Hebrew haskalah in the nineteenth century and
remained an important center for its heirs in the twentieth. In many ways, the
curriculum fulfilled the longstanding goals of previous generations of maskilim going
back to Moses Mendelssohn and Naftali Hertz Wessely, who founded the haskalah in
eighteenth-century Germany: the revival of Hebrew as a modern literary language
combined with Jewish education that emphasized proper Hebrew grammar, formal
study of the Hebrew Bible and Jewish history, and the best of European arts and
sciences. To these was added the new, Zionist goal of cultivating Hebrew as a spoken
language.
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Epshteyn‟s gymnasium was the first institution of its type in the diaspora. He
modeled it after the Herzliah Gymnasium in Jaffa, which had until then been one-of-akind.283 Later, in April 1917, the Tarbut organization was founded in Moscow –
during the brief window of cultural freedom between the February and October
Revolutions – to promote modern Hebraist schools and Hebrew culture in general.
While the Soviet government eventually closed down its schools in Russia, the Tarbut
school network became an important force in Jewish educational life in interwar
Poland and other countries in East Central Europe. It was the Vilna Hebrew
Gymnasium, formed under the circumstance of German occupation, that became
Tarbut‟s flagship institution and the model for several other similar high schools. 284
The Hebrew Gymnasium did not affiliate with Mefitse Haskalah; nor did it
compete with it, since Mefitse Haskalah did not administer any secondary schools
during the first years of German occupation. Epshteyn continued to be a leading voice
for Hebraism within Mefitse Haskalah, where he worked to compromise with
Yiddishists. Other Vilna Zionists, however, sought to establish purely Hebraist
elementary schools, outside of the Mefitse Haskalah framework. The newly formed
Tse„ire Tsiyon (Youth of Zion) league took action and, on February 8, 1916, opened a
folks-shul for girls (Bet sefer „amami li-venot). 285
As their name implied, the Tse„ire Tsiyon represented a younger generation of
Zionists who were impatient with the older Zionist establishment that endorsed
compromise with Yiddishists and with religious tradition. The movements‟ ideology
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embraced settlement in the Land of Israel, Hebraist cultural Zionism, and a vague
socialism. Its Vilna chapter came into its own during the war years when, like so many
political movements, it took advantage of new circumstances to engage in new kinds
of cultural activity.
The school had four grades, for students aged six through thirteen, and its
curriculum centered on instruction in the Hebrew language. Only third-graders studied
religious texts directly; fourth-graders received lessons in Judaism based on religious
texts. German was not introduced until the third grade, thus fulfilling the minimal
legal requirement. 286 This curriculum made the Bet sefer „amami the most secular
Jewish elementary school in all of Vilna during the German occupation. (The latitude
toward girls‟ education in traditional circles, and the decidedly Yiddishist bent of the
Mefitse Haskalah school for girls, made a girl‟s school a logical goal, and may explain
why Tse„ire Tsiyon never attempted to create an equivalent boys‟ school.)
The dues of Tse„ire Tisyon members, tuition, and some supplemental money
provided by the Central Committee, which strove to remain neutral and support all
ideological tendencies, especially at a time when children were not attending school at
all. In May, Tse„ire Tsiyon launched another girls‟ school in the Shnipishok suburb.
Both schools remained open for the duration of the war. 287 These schools also imitated
other elementary schools in providing students with food: the one in Vilna proper had
its own cafeteria, while that in Shnipishok had an arrangement with a nearby public
kitchen for children. 288 Thus, Tse„ire Tsiyon set itself up in competition with Mefitse
Haskalah, advancing its own program of modernized, but thoroughly national, Jewish
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education, making use of Hebrew to the fullest extent permitted by German
regulations – far beyond what the Russian regime would have ever tolerated. The Tse
„ire Tsiyon schools, like the Mefitse Haskalah and Kinder-farzorgung schools, were
folks-shuln in the full sense of the term. For the first time, then, Vilna Jews at least
faced a choice among very different Jewish, secular educational institutions to which
they could send their daughters.
Orthodox Education: Schooling for Girls
The Hebrew Gymnasium and the new folks-shuln constituted some
outstanding examples of the boom in Jewish educational activity during the period of
German occupation. This boom crossed all ideological boundaries – Zionist and
socialist, Hebraist and Yiddishist, religious and secular. While the overall effect would
be a set-back for traditional education and the furtherance of modern educational
forms, the dynamic process unleashed by the war changed traditional institutions as
well, with far-reaching consequences.
Within Orthodoxy, too, primary schooling for girls became the focus of new
educational experiments. Ester Rubinstein (1881-1924), wife of Rabbi Isaac
Rubinstein, played the leading role in this experimentation. Ester had received a
complete education in Hebrew and traditional subjects (including, it seems, Talmud)
from her father, a prominent shtetl rabbi – something almost unheard of in her day.
Her father also hired tutors to give her instruction in secular subjects. Her
contemporaries noted her masterful command of Hebrew, including her ability to give
speeches in the language. At the time the war broke out, she belonged to Vilna‟s
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Hebraist league, Hoveve sefat „ever (Lovers of the Hebrew Tongue). 289 Her possession
of both Jewish and general education and her commitment to Hebrew (as well as to
Zionism) made her a fitting match for Rabbi Isaac.
The general crisis of the war pulled Ester, like so many others, into public life.
After the arrival of the Kovno refugees, her husband became flooded with endless
requests for aid and assistance; his responsibilities only increased once he became
chairman of the Central Committee. Ester attempted to relieve him of some of his
burdens by devoting herself to relief, organizing efforts to provide food and clothes to
the poor. She took a special interest in helping yeshivah students, as well as women,
but her activities were not limited to any particular constituency. 290 She also began to
play a greater role in the cultural sphere: sitting on the board of directors of the
Hebrew Gymnasium (she was even considered as a potential successor to Epshteyn as
its director), volunteering to lecture at the People‟s University (see below), and
helping to establishing Vilna‟s Hebrew daily Me„et le-„et in 1918. In the postwar
period, she emerged as one of Vilna‟s leading Zionists. 291 In the midst of these many
activities, she became involved in administering the Yehudiyah school for girls, and
transforming it into a new kind of primary school.
The local branch of the Zionist Hibat Tsiyon organization had established
Yehudiyah in the 1890s as a heder metukan (reformed heder) for girls. Most of its
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students did not attend full time, but were enrolled in secular schools during the day
and came to evening classes at Yehudiyah in order to receive Jewish educations.
Although Orthodox circles tended to view reformed hadarim for boys with suspicion,
considerably more latitude existed when it came to girls. Rabbi Tsevi Hirsh
Rabinovitsh – son of Rabbi Isaac Elhanan Spektor, the leading figure in the Russian
rabbinate in his day – had sent his own daughter to Yehudiyah during his tenure as
Vilna magid.292 This school was not an Orthodox institution, but it was an institution
acceptable to the Orthodox. Like so many schools, Yehudiyah came close to shutting
its doors during the war; Rubinstein intervened to save it and, in doing so, used it as a
place to experiment with her evolving ideas about Jewish education. 293
Rubinstein, while a supporter of modern Jewish culture and education,
expressed her concern in conversations with other Jewish intellectuals that, despite the
benefits of modern Jewish culture, she feared its potential to lead the youth away from
religious observance and values. 294 In keeping with this attitude, Rubinstein began to
revise Yehudiyah‟s curriculum so that it would provide a first-rate (and thoroughly
Orthodox) Jewish education to its pupils, alongside a first-rate secular education. She
hoped that rather than remain a lukewarm compromise between traditional and
modern educational attitudes, it could pave a new road in Orthodox education for
women.295
Such an institution as Rubinstein imagined was unheard of in prewar Eastern
Europe. Although Froy Rabiner Rubinstein (as she was known in Vilna) was not the
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only Jewish woman to possess an advanced traditional education, such women always
received such instruction informally. She believed, however, that all Jewish women
ought to receive religious education and that such education ought to exist alongside,
rather than in opposition to, secular education, which Jewish girls were receiving with
increasing frequency. By doing so, she could simultaneously both combat the threat of
women defecting from traditional observance and raise the level of women in
traditional society. (Rubinstein expressed the need for the latter in essays she wrote for
the Orthodox and Zionist press between the end of World War I and her death in
1924.)296
After the war, Rubinstein and her husband would work to create in Vilna an
expanded version of Yehudiyah, as well as an equivalent school for boys and an
Orthodox gymnasium where students pursued advanced study of traditional subjects, a
regular program of gymnasium classes, and the study Hebrew literature. These schools
were all affiliated with the religious-Zionist Mizrachi movement, and became models
for similar schools that would crop up throughout interwar Poland.
Yehudiyah was probably the very first Orthodox school for girls in Eastern
Europe.297 Its creation resulted from the Rubinsteins‟ relatively liberal, Mizrachist
version of Orthodoxy, and Ester‟s idiosyncratic feminism. World War I did not give
rise to these ideological tendencies; rather it activated them. As discussed in previous
chapters, relief efforts, along with the evacuation of important members of the Jewish
leadership, brought many new faces to public life – the Froy Rabiner among them.
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Institutional disruption thus opened the door for institutional change. Furthermore,
Rubinstein had the freedom to change Yehudiyah‟s character without struggling
against Russian officials; the curriculum she designed violated numerous legal
restrictions of the old regime. The German government, on the other hand, had no
objections.
The formation of new schools by Isaac and Ester Rubinstein show how
wartime circumstances instigated transformations within Orthodox educational
institutions. These changes sprung from the same set of causes that gave Vilna Jewish
preschools and a Hebrew Gymnasium: mass population movement, resulting shifts in
leadership, and regime change. Even before the war ended, Vilna‟s new elite – secular,
modernizing, and nationalist – would start creating a narrative of their successes in the
field of education. These “progressive” changes imply a break with the old way of
doing things, and thus an implicit victory over Orthodoxy. This narrative, while
correct in its fundamental claims, glosses over the fact that important activity in the
realm of education occurred within Orthodox circles, leaving religious life not as a
mere holdout of prewar ways, but deeply changed.
Yeshivah Refugees in Vilna
A similar interaction of Mizrachist ideology and wartime upheaval simultaneously brought about new directions at the opposite end of Vilna‟s education
spectrum: among the male elite that studied in the yeshivot. Wartime population
movements disrupted the entire network of Lithuanian yeshivot that had sprung in the
second half of the nineteenth century, leaving Vilna awash with dislocated yeshivah
students. These students engaged one another in an unprecedented ideological
struggle, in turn leading to a new experiment with reforming yeshivah education.
185

During 1915, expulsions and evacuation uprooted many yeshivot, scattering
rabbis and students as they struggled to relocate their institutions to stable locales. The
Russian military‟s policy of taking rabbis hostage further interfered with normal
functioning. During the mass-expulsion from the Kovno Province, the Russian Army
forced Jews out of the towns of Ponevezh, Telshi (Telz), and Slobodka, all homes to
prominent yeshivot. While the directors of the Telshi Yeshivah struggled to keep their
institution in its original location, the administrations of the others attempted to keep
their students together as they fled eastward, so that they would be able to resume
studies somewhere far from the front. Many students, however, became separated
from their institutions; some two hundred such students found themselves among the
mass of refugees who arrived in Vilna in the summer of 1915. 298
These students came to Vilna unmoored from the institutional structure to
which they had previously belonged just as the indigenous structure of yeshivah
education was itself beginning to collapse. Before the war, Grodzienski had devoted
much of his considerable organizational talent to raising funds for yeshivot throughout
Lithuania; his flight robbed those that remained of an important conduit of funds.
Widespread poverty undermined the ability of various kloyzn to support their small
yeshivot. Many full-time students had to forsake their studies. Others fled during the
evacuation. Around the time of the arrival of the Germans, the remaining local
yeshivah students joined together with the refugee students to form the Kibuts lomede
Torah (Gathering of Those Who Study Torah) to organize and resume their studies.
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Local benefactors formed committees to raise money to support them; and local rabbis
(including Rubinstein) began delivering lectures. 299
The Kibuts lomede Torah brought together students from four of Lithuania‟s
leading yeshivot, yet none of the heads of these academies. Indeed, most of the
faculty-members of these institutions, who served as both teachers and administrators,
had fled to the Russian interior. While in some respects, the yeshivah could be a
laissez faire institution, where a student could study at his own pace, or transfer easily
from one class to another, deans and teachers generally saw it as their duty to interfere
in their students‟ lives, especially to make sure that they did not read forbidden
literature and that they conducted themselves in accordance with religious
requirements. The heads of the yeshivot and the mashgihim (a position loosely
equivalent to dean of students, literally “supervisors”) also leant each academy its own
individual character. Although rabbis who remained in Vilna (or had arrived there due
to the war) gave lectures to the Kibuts lomede Torah, none took over the role of
providing rabbinic oversight, setting policies, or administering the institution.
Under these unusual circumstances, a group of Zionist students began to
openly express their political orientation. This was a radical development: although
Zionism had been influential among yeshivah students since its inception, deans and
teachers at yeshivot had long struggled to keep it out, along with socialism, the
haskalah, and other modern ideologies. Even rabbis sympathetic to Zionism prevented
the establishment of Zionist circles among yeshivah students, believing that the latter
ought to be involved exclusively with Talmudic study, rather than political activity.
The fact that this group of students at the Kibuts affiliated with the Orthodox Mizrachi
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faction of the Zionist movement, and made no indication that they wished to break
from Orthodoxy, did not mitigate the unusualness of their open espousal of Zionism,
especially since anti-Zionist rabbis believed even Mizrachi to be a dangerous threat to
tradition. While Zionist, socialist, and maskilic circles had operated within yeshivot
for decades, they always did so covertly, constantly trying to escape rabbinic scrutiny.
At the Kibuts lomede Torah, there were no deans and mashgihim to enforce
discipline. Opposition to the Zionist students instead originated from within the
student body, from the adherents of musar – a rabbinic movement of ethical-spiritual
introspection that had gained traction within certain Lithuanian yeshivot since the
1880s. Although nothing intrinsic to musar made it anti-Zionist, the movement tended
to activate deeply conservative instincts. Its focus on the individual, emphasis on
constant personal striving for self-improvement, and the feeling among its disciples
that they ought to aim for a degree of spiritual perfection beyond adherence to the
commandments and the study of legal texts made it into a powerful force. The
charismatic aspects of musar made it into a dynamic religious movement that could
compete against the pull of modern ideologies such as Zionism. Musarist activity in
the Kibuts, however, took on an unusual character of its own. Previously, musarist
rabbis had established their own academies where the study of musar texts and
introspective mediation played a part in the curriculum. Now, detached from their
rabbis, the musarist students acted as an ideological faction, engaging in a struggle
with the Zionists for control of the yeshivah.
The conflict between the two groups came to the fore during a controversy
over curriculum. As at other yeshivot, the study of legal passages of the Talmud
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constituted the main subject at the Kibuts lomede Torah. The dispute erupted over how
to spend a few extra hours of the week. Zionists wished to study the Bible (the
Prophets in particular), Jewish thought and history, and perhaps other subjects as well.
While study of the Bible or classic works of Jewish theology were considered fitting
pursuits for Orthodox rabbis, especially in Lithuania, introducing their formal study
into the yeshivah curriculum constituted a deviation from a sacred hierarchy of
categories of knowledge. Devotees of musar, on the other hand, wished to supplement
the main curriculum with study of moralistic texts foundational to their movement.
(Both opinions deviated from an older model where the Talmud, its commentaries,
and codes of Jewish law were the only acceptable fields of study in the yeshivah.) The
clash between musarists and Zionists brought to the surface growing tendencies within
both movements: religious Zionists became increasingly open to testing the
boundaries of Orthodoxy, while musarists increasingly opposed anything that smacked
of maskilic influence.
At first, adherents of musar predominated among the refugee students, perhaps
because many came from the Telshi Yeshivah and the Keneset Yisra‟el Yeshivah of
Slobodka, which were major centers of the movement. 300 In the spring of 1916,
however, the situation changed when Rabbi Nisan Yablonski, the senior rabbinic
figure in German-occupied Kovno (including its suburb, Slobodka), decided to reopen
the Slobodka yeshivah and obtained permission for students to return from Vilna.
Most of the musarists left, seeking better living conditions and seizing the opportunity
to study in the historic epicenter of their movement.
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Emboldened by their new position, Zionist yeshivah students began gathering
daily in a local kloyz to engage in supplemental study of the Hebrew Bible and agadic
(non-legal) passages of the Talmud. On the Sabbath, they held lectures and
discussions on such topics as Talmudic themes, the Biblical Prophets, the future of the
rabbinate, Hebrew literature (old and new), and Zionism. 301 To anyone not familiar
with the intellectual world of the yeshivah, these might seem like wholly natural topics
for discussion at a religious seminary, but nothing could be further from the case.
First, rabbinic culture considered any sort of innovation eo ipso suspect, especially
when it came to the yeshivah curriculum. Second, any unusual or unfamiliar form of
intellectual activity, no matter how small a threat it presented to halakhic and
theological norms, created controversy. Even approaching the Talmud by discussing
broad themes – as opposed to page-by-page, line-by-line, study of the text itself –
constituted a radical step, as did formal study of the Prophets. Admitting that
sociopolitical changes might require a reappraisal of the role of the rabbinate smacked
of heresy. While many rabbis were quite familiar with Modern Hebrew literature,
many rabbis (including some of the same rabbis) felt that this genre was among the
most pernicious, and that yeshivah students should be kept away from it at all costs.
Conversations about Judaism and Hebrew literature had been taking place
among yeshivah students, in one form or another, since the early days of the Volozhin
Yeshivah in mid-nineteent century.302 What was new was that these explorations were
going on in an open manner, in a way that tested the limits of Orthodoxy. In Lithuania,
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there was no shortage of rabbis well versed in Modern Hebrew literature (no small
number had read literature in Russian as well) or sympathetic to Zionism; extensive
knowledge of Hebrew Bible was considered proper for a true scholar. But all these
subjects were kept out of the yeshivah curriculum and, except for Biblical study, rarely
publicly acknowledged. 303 Furthermore, as Orthodoxy had been pushed increasingly
into a defensive position in the years prior to World War I, intellectual pursuits
considered benign in the nineteenth century were increasingly considered dangerous –
hence the desire of musarists to repress the activities of the Zionist faction.
The Zionist faction that now dominated the Kibuts lomede Torah took two
additional steps that made its activities all the more radical. First, the Zionists declared
themselves members of Tse„ire mizrahi or Tse„ire ha-mizrah (“Mizrachi Youth” or
“Youth of the East,” respectively), i.e., the youth league of the Mizrachi party. If
openly affiliating as Zionists had been an unusual move, organizing into a chapter of a
youth leage – even an Orthodox one – was truly radical. By doing so, the Zionist
yeshivah students took advantage of the lack of regular rabbinic interference to
participate in the general explosion of Jewish civil society.
Tse„ire ha-mizrah took the next step by inviting Dr. Joseph Regensburg to
speak at one of their Saturday-afternoon gatherings. 304 Regensburg was a native of
Kurland, where Jews had extensive exposure to German culture. A psychiatrist by
profession and a Zionist by political orientation, he had also received a rabbinic
education at the Reform Rabbinical seminary in Berlin. After Epstein‟s death in 1916,
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Regensburg had taken over direction of the Hebrew Gymnasium in Vilna. His
particular background put him in an ideal position as mediator between yeshivah
students and secular learning, both Jewish and general. 305
Regensburg‟s speech focused on the importance of secular education for the
rabbinic elite, and in particular the acquisition of secular Jewish learning: Jewish
history, Wissenschaft-style approaches to traditional texts, and so forth. Jewish
communal life was changing, he argued, and rabbinic education had to change too, lest
the rabbinate be left behind. Inspired by his words, some students requested that he
give a series of regular courses on such subjects. Regensburg agreed, and began giving
a select group of older, more advanced students thrice-weekly lectures on philosophy,
science, and homiletics. In addition, these students attended daily German classes at
the Hebrew Gymnasium. 306 Although these pursuits existed alongside the regular
Talmudic regimen, they were quite radical within the highly conservative framework
of the yeshivot with which these students were familiar.
Like many of the educational initiatives that appeared in Vilna during World
War I, the attempt to create an Orthodox rabbinical seminary that included instruction
in secular and nonstandard religious subjects was short lived. The special classes
continued through the winter of 1916-1917, but as the economic situation in Vilna
worsened, the remaining yeshivah students availed themselves of the opportunity to
return to the Kovno Province, where rabbis and students were reorganizing pre-war
yeshivot. By the next fall, only a handful of students remained, and Regensburg seems
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to have ceased giving his lectures. 307 Yet, the fact that this educational experiment
lasted less than a year does not nullify its significance.
The entire episode of Kibuts lomede Torah, together with Ester Rubinstein‟s
transformation of Yehudiyah, points to an important trend within Orthodoxy that
played itself out in Vilna during World War I. During the war itself, religious Zionists
introduce educational reforms that led to controversy (in this case the objections of the
musarists), but not to complete schism. Both Zionists and musarists coexisted with the
Kibuts lomede Torah, although they engaged in an ongoing dispute. These students
continued to see themselves as belonging to a unified edifice of Orthodoxy. This
perception reflected prewar patterns, where Zionist and anti-Zionists rabbis, along
with musarist and anti-musarist rabbis (and in both cases a spectrum of attitudes
existed) engaged in fierce internal disputes, but generally did so collegially, without
the bitter denunciations and communal conflict that had characterized the hasidic or
Sabbatean controversies of earlier centuries. By the war‟s end, however, such
coexistence no longer remained possible. The Rubinsteins made Yehudiyah part of an
entire network of religious-Zionist schools for boys and girls, including a gymnasium
and teacher‟s seminary, while more conservative forces within Orthodoxy established
their own competing network of institutions. This fracture paralleled what happened
within Mefitse Haskalah at the war‟s end, a subject to which the end of this chapter
will return.
Education for Adults
While the important changes within Orthodox education took place with regard
to primary schooling for girls and advanced schooling for the male elite, Mefitse
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Haskalah focused its educational initiatives on primary schooling and on adult
education. In the fall of 1915, it seized upon the new regulations promulgated by Ober
Ost to organize adult-education classes for Vilna‟s Jewish workers. Such courses had
been planned a few years earlier, but the Russian government refused to allow them. 308
Shalit, a member of the committee, took charge of the project and enlisted the help of
the newly formed (and Yiddishist-leaning) Jewish Teachers‟ Union. 309 Classes would
cover both general subjects such as science, history, and philosophy as well as such
topics as Jewish history and literature. As usual, the conflict between Hebraists and
Yiddishists interfered with planning, but organizers reached a compromise whereby
the school would offer lectures in both languages. The enterprise stemmed from what
the Jewish intelligentsia termed its “democratic” ideals, by which it meant the belief
that the “folk” or “the masses” should be able to benefit from modern education, have
access to cultural institutions, develop a Jewish national consciousness, and participate
in the political process. Similar projects were underway among Vilna‟s other national
groups, and Shalit and others hoped that these lectures would become an autonomous
Jewish division of an institution that would teach liberal arts to members of all
ethnicities.310
The grandly styled “People‟s University” (Folks universitet) opened its doors
on December 25, 1915. Two back-to-back lectures were given every evening, from
Saturday through Thursday. Students could attend a single lecture for a fee of ten
kopeks, or enroll in an entire course for five kopeks per lecture. Yiddish courses on
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such general subjects as natural sciences, hygiene, and infectious diseases (two highly
practical subjects, given the constant threat of epidemic), philosophy, economics, and
contemporary history, as well as nationally oriented classes on Jewish demography,
history, linguistic history, and literature. Topics for the Hebrew courses were biology,
physics and chemistry, the history of the Hebrew language, Hebrew literature, and the
Biblical Prophets. The faculty included Vilna‟s leading intellectuals and public
figures: Shabad, Epshteyn (the only instructor to lecture in both languages), Shalit,
Reyzen, Rosenbaum (who lectured in Yiddish despite being an ardent Zionist), and
Hebraist journalist Sh. L. Zitron, to name a few. 311
The most remarkable thing about the People‟s University was that people
actually attended its classes. According to information compiled by Shalit, the average
number of attendees per lecture was 266 for Yiddish classes and 113 for those in
Hebrew. On one occasion, 580 students attended a single Yiddish lecture. The
equivalent maximum for a Hebrew lecture was 269. The most popular Yiddish class
was A. Heylperin‟s “History of the Last One Hundred Years,” drawing a nightly
average of 424 attendees. E. Levin‟s “The Prophets and the Spirit of Prophecy in
Israel,” with an average of 191 listeners per lecture, was the most popular Hebrew
series. Unfortunately, little information exists on the students themselves. Shalit
claimed that artisans (fakh-layt) were the intended audience, but it is impossible to
determine from existing data to what extent members of this group were actually
represented. Perhaps the drying up of economic activity created more leisure time for
attending classes. Whatever the reasons for their attendance, people cared enough
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about expanding their educational horizons to participate in the People‟s University
during a period of upheaval and uncertainty. 312
Like the new elementary schools, the People‟s University expanded the
horizons of both Hebrew and Yiddish, using these languages in all but unheard of
ways. Rabbis and preachers gave sermons and Talmudic lectures in Yiddish, and
socialist activists sometimes used the language at party gatherings, but otherwise
serious oral intellectual activity took place in Russian, and the written equivalent took
place in either Russian or Hebrew. The Yiddish vocabulary employed in a lecture on
the humanities, let alone a lecture on physics or chemistry, would have been
unfamiliar to many listeners. Spoken Hebrew constituted an even greater novelty –
even in one of the capitals of the Hebrew revival. At this point, almost nobody had any
experience hearing or speaking this tongue. Thus Hebraists and Yiddishists alike could
count the University as a major expansion of their programs.
Despite it initial success, the establishment of the People‟s University proved
to be but a Pyrrhic victory. Two months after its opening, German authorities shut it
down.313 Their exact rationale is unclear; perhaps they were afraid it could be a
breeding ground for political activism, or perhaps they wished to appear even-handed
when denying a Polish plan to restore the Vilna University. 314 Regardless, the
establishment of such an institution proved that there was room for ambitious Jewish
national education projects in Vilna. After its closing, public lectures continued to
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flourish, but under the auspices of party-specific organizations, such as Tse„ire Tsiyon
and the Arbeter Kultur Fareyn. 315
After the failure of the People‟s University, Mefitse Haskalah went on to
engage in a more practical adult education project: providing advanced technical
education to Jewish craftsmen. The plan originated with Shabad and an engineer
named Litoyer and met an important need for the local Jewish economy. 316 While
Vilna‟s Jewish artisans had once brought much needed expertise to a developing local
economy, by the late nineteenth century it was becoming increasingly difficult for
Jewish craftsmen to keep up with their gentile competitors in the face of technological
advancement and industrialization. 317 The war further exacerbated their situation, but
at the same time, created new opportunities for workers, if they only had the
appropriate skills and the proper equipment and materials. 318
In the prewar period, residential restrictions had made it difficult for Jews to
attend institutions in major cities that offered technical educations not available in the
Pale, and quotas made matters even worse. Furthermore, quotas on Jewish admissions
to secondary schools made it difficult for Jews to acquire the prerequisite knowledge
for attending technical colleges and universities. Finally, many Jewish craftsmen did
not know Russian well enough to attend technical classes.
As a first step toward remedying these problems, Shabad and Litoyer
convinced fellow members of Mefitse Haskalah to offer technical courses in
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marketable areas of engineering and to create a commission to organize them. After
much wrangling, the commission decided that, rather than try to train technicians from
scratch, the courses would take a select number of qualified applicants, with at least
two years of work experience, and provide them with the theoretical knowledge
necessary for working with sophisticated technology. Courses would be conducted
primarily in Yiddish, and begin with introductory study of math and science. They
would thus produce master-craftsmen who would then be able to employ others and
train new apprentices. Initially two courses of study were offered: one in electronics,
and another in canal and aqueduct construction. Although there were insufficient
qualified applicants for the latter field, thirty-five students enrolled in the former. 319
The technical courses were a modest success, and the commission extended
them beyond the initial three-month run. In 1919, after the war had ended, these
courses would form the basis of Vilna‟s Jewish Technicum – a technical college that
attracted students from all over Poland. 320 Like so many educational institutions that
would distinguish Vilna in the period between the World Wars, it originated during
the German occupation.
Training master craftsmen in new technologies was a far cry from establishing
a People‟s University to teach liberal arts to the masses. Yet both plans came from a
common set of goals: spreading modern education and creating institutions of an
autonomous Jewish society. Both institutions took the radical step of conducting
classes in Jewish languages. The use of both Hebrew and Yiddish emphasized that
Jews could build their own places of higher learning and that education did not
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necessarily require attending non-Jewish institutions or taking steps down the path of
acculturation.
In organizing the technical courses, Mefitse Haskalah collaborated with Hilf
durkh arbet (Relief through Work), an organization that had been founded in Vilna at
the turn of the century and had become affiliated with the Society for the Promotion of
Artisanal and Agricultural Work among the Jews in Russia (known by its Russian
acronym ORT) during the first months of the war. 321 Mefitse Haskalah and Relief
through Work sought to expand the courses and create opportunities for children and
teenagers to study crafts such as carpentry and locksmithing. In 1918, when the
changing political situation brought renewed intensity to many educational projects,
these efforts increased. Relief through Work even purchased a farm outside the city
and created an agricultural training program. 322
The creation of advanced technical courses in Yiddish was not merely a case of
Mefitse Haskalah taking advantage of what was permitted to it. The emphasis on
technical education also resulted from the expanded role of educated progessionals in
Jewish communal politics. The committee responsible for the courses included three
engineers: Litoyer, Klebanov, and Abramski. Like doctors and lawyers, engineers
played an increasing role in Jewish communal politics; Klebanov had a seat on the
Central Committee. Engineers also had specific interest and expertise in technical
education and had a natural role to play in this endeavor. In addition to these
professionals, the leaders of the newly formed Handworker‟s Union, Eliezer Kruk and
Shmuel Hurvitsh, took part in planning and organizing the courses. Only because of
321
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their roles in forming the artisans‟ cooperatives during the war did these craftsmen rise
to a level of prominence allowing them to sit on a Mefitse Haskalah subcommittee
with inteligentn such as Shabad, Klebanov, and Shalit. 323
The Transformation of Mefitse Haskalah
Between managing three elementary schools and an expanding program of
technical courses, Mefitse Haskalah became an important force in Jewish life in Vilna
in a way that the OPE had not been before the war. Vilna‟s Mefitse Haskalah thereby
began to fulfill the all-Russian OPE‟s aspiration to becoming a Jewish ministry of
education. As it increased in importance, Mefitse Haskalah became a flashpoint for
debate between Zionists and their opponents. While different political groups managed
to collaborate successfully within the Aid Committee and the Central Committee, the
same groups became locked in constant conflict over the question of schools,
eventually leading to Mefitse Haskalah‟s demise in Vilna.
Part of Mefitse Haksalah‟s power and authority came from its connection with
the Aid Committee and the Central Committee. Significant overlap existed between
members of these organizations; furthermore, Mefitse Haskalah was one of the
organizations that had official representation on the Central Committee from its
inception. In many ways, Mefitse Haskalah followed a trajectory parallel to that of the
Aid Committee. Both lost their major sources of funding after being cut off from their
parent organizations (the All-Russian OPE and the Moscow and Petrograd EKOPO
Committees, respectively) during the evacuation. Both also lost some of their leading
members at the same (for Mefitse Haskalah, this included career activists Fyalkov,
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Kupershteyn, and Gurevitch). 324 Both also gained power during the German
occupation, while simultaneously undergoing a transformation of their roles. This
enhanced power in part came through association with the Central Committee. The
Central Committee‟s leading members – Wygodski, Shabad, and Rosenbaum – all sat
on both the Aid Committee and Mefitse Haskalah‟s governing committee. While there
existed overlap among the directorates of important Jewish organizations before the
war, the overall shrinking of the communal leadership resulting from evacuation
further heightened this overlap further.325
The close relationship between Mefitse Haskalah and Vilna‟s wartime Jewish
government helped solidify the idea that it was the educational department of the
Central Committee, especially after Shabad convinced the Central Committee to spend
a portion of its income on cultural and educational activities. In order to maintain its
nonpartisan status, the Central Committee channeled funds to all of Vilna‟s Jewish
schools, but Mefitse Haskalah maintained a privileged position, running an entire
network of schools. It consciously cultivated itself as setting the standard for modern
Jewish education in Vilna.
The circumstances surrounding the creation of Mefitse Haskalah‟s Antokol
folks-shul suggest a popular perception of the organization‟s importance as well. Early
in 1916, a group of parents from the Vilna suburb of Antokol approached Mefitse
Haskalah to complain about the lack of a Jewish school in their neighborhood. A total
of twelve schools existed in Antokol at the time, representing every one of Vilna‟s
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officially recognized non-Jewish nationalities: Polish, Lithuanian, and Belarusian.
(Schools of all three kinds had proliferated since the beginning of the German
occupation.) The self-appointed representatives of Antokol‟s Jewish residents feared
that parents would begin sending their children to non-Jewish schools if nothing were
done. Antokol‟s own Jewish community council could commit some funds toward the
establishment of a school, but its resources alone were insufficient. Mefitse Haskalah
agreed to help, and Shabad and Epshteyn worked out the details of the school in a
series of meetings with the representatives of the Antokol parents, resulting in the
creation of a coeducational folks-shul there. The fact that some of the people of
Antokol turned to Mefitse Haskalah when their neighborhood needed a school, and
that the organization was able to meet their request, testifies to its success in
establishing itself as the official body for Jewish educational activity. 326
Curriculum and Language Wars
Mefitse Haskalah‟s new influence, and the fact that it actually stood in a
position to put its ideas into practice, raised the stakes for debates over curriculum. In
the decades prior to the First World War, Jewish Vilna had certainly been no stranger
to the “language wars” between proponents of Hebrew and Yiddish, and over the
proper role of Russian vis-à-vis both languages. Wartime expansion of Jewish
educational institutions intensified the conflict between Hebraists and Yiddishists. At
the time, each side felt that the other had used circumstance to undermine its own
position, yet both sides emerged from the war applauding its own victories. In
practical terms, both were able to cooperate within Mefitse Haskalah during the war

326

Shalit, “Vilner shulen,” 149-53.

202

years, but the growing strains of conflict led to the disintegration of the organization at
the war‟s end.
In late summer of 1916, leaders of Ts„eire Tsiyon wrote a letter to American
Rabbi Judah Magnes, after learning of his interest in visiting Vilna. Tse„ire Tsiyon
saw Magnes as an important potential source of financial assistance, especially since
he shared Tse„ire Tsiyon‟s commitment to Zionism and its loosely Ahad Ha-amist
Hebraism, and was an influential member of both the JDC and the American Zionist
movement.327 In the midst of the usual complaints about the direness of the general
situation of Vilna‟s Jews, the letter noted the particularly grim situation of the Hebrew
cause, and the consequent importance of its efforts to establish an exclusively Hebrewlanguage elementary school. “Above all,” the Tse„ire Tsiyon members wrote, “we are
saving our small children from the powerful force of the movement that has grown
strong of late, namely the movement of opposition to our Hebrew language and to all
our entire historical and national achievements.” 328 The unnamed movement referred
to here was undoubtedly Yiddishism. 329 These Zionists saw Yiddish as the great – and
growing – threat to their cause.
The successes of Yiddish in becoming the standard language of secular
education, as discussed above, explain part of the sense of looming defeat felt by
Tse„ire Tsiyon. But Yiddishists, for their part, simultaneously saw their own cause as
having suffered serious blows at the hands of Zionists over the school question during
327
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the war. In June 1916, the Arbeter Kultur Fareyn (Workers‟ Culture Union) issued a
resolution condemning Mefitse Haskalah in response to what it saw as a Zionist coup,
and began advocating secession of left-wing Yiddishists from the organization. 330 The
Fareyn began working to set up a counter-organization to Mefitse Haskalah that would
conduct its own activities. Nevertheless, the pro-Yiddish Shabad remained chairman
of Mefitse Haskalah and the organization ran schools with Yiddish as the primary
language of instruction. How, then, did it come to pass that both sides simultaneously
felt that they were losing?
The conflicts that arose within Mefitse Haskalah during the German
occupation stemmed from a debate that came to the fore during the 1911 and 1913
OPE Congresses, which had set forth the compromise curriculum that would be put
into practice in the Vilna folks-shuln. Although Yiddish versus Hebrew became the
central point of contention at these congresses, the underlying question concerned the
relative importance of three languages: Hebrew, Yiddish, and Russian. Virtually
everyone affiliated with the OPE agreed that Jewish schools ought to teach children
the language of the land in which they lived; only Orthodox opponents of the OPE
believed that Russian had no place in Jewish schooling. Furthermore, education
exclusively in Hebrew or Yiddish was impossible; the law mandated that Russian be
the primary language of instruction for all schools, with the exception of traditional
hadarim.
In understanding both prewar and wartime debates, it is important to note that
there was no direct correspondence between Zionism and Hebraism on the one hand,

330

Valt, “Der kamf in der khevre „Mefitsey haskole‟ in Vilne 1915-1917,” Yivo-bleter (1937), 424; “Di
algemeyne farzamlung funem yidishn Arbeter-kultur-fareyn,” Letste Nayes 51 (29 March 1916).

204

and Bundism and Yiddishism on the other, existed. It is true that such alignments had
begun to coalesce, and both the Bund and the mainstream Zionist leadership had
officially endorsed Yiddishism and Hebraism, respectively. But Yiddish also had a
great deal of support from within the Zionist movement. Much of the General Zionist
leadership in Russia, although committed to Hebrew culture, believed in Yiddish as an
important tool of political propaganda – founding, for instance, Yiddish newspapers –
as well as for maintaining Jewish identity. Thus, during the negotiations surrounding
the Minorities Treaties in the aftermath of World War I, Zionist leaders would
campaign for official recognition of Yiddish in their struggle for Jewish national
rights. Furthermore, many left-wing Zionists favored Yiddish over Hebrew.
Similarly, support for Hebrew did not necessarily imply Zionism. It was the
belief of most of the founding members of the OPE – an organization that predated
both Bundism and Zionism – that Jewish schools ought to teach both Hebrew and
Russian. They did not think that Hebrew would one day be revived as a spoken
language, but simply that it was the language of the Jewish cultural and religious
heritage, and unlike Yiddish, was capable of becoming a Kultursprach (a language of
sophistication). Although this sort of attitude toward language was a holdover from the
pre-1880 haskalah, it was alive and well in 1914, despite the presence of a new
generation with new ideologies. 331
In dealing with the specifics of the language war in Vilna, the opinions of
individual community leaders mattered as much as overall trends. As seen in this
chapter and the previous one, Wygodski, although a Zionist and active member of
331
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Hoveve Sefat „ever (Vilna‟s Hebraist circle), did a great deal to advance the legal
standing of Yiddish, particularly in the educational sphere, out of his conviction that
official recognition of Yiddish was a key step toward the attainment of Jewish national
rights. Shalit, responsible for a burst of Yiddish publishing and literary production
during the war years, belonged to the Zionist Socialists and shared their pro-Yiddish
sentiments. Shabad, although he would be remembered as the patron of YIVO and one
of the greatest supporters of Yiddish, in fact had been somewhat neutral on the
language question prior to the war. Reyzen, the most uncompromising Yiddishist of
his day, opposed the Bund altogether. None of these individual combinations of
political and linguistic beliefs were atypical for the time, nor were they idiosyncratic
to Vilna. What was specific to Vilna was the particular constellation of communal
leaders who happened to have the most influence during the war years.
The language debate, in wartime Vilna as in pre-war Russia, involved a
spectrum of positions. On the one hand, there were radical Zionist-Hebraists who
believed in the ultimate goal of eventually doing away with Yiddish completely,
teaching all subjects in Hebrew, and only teaching the language of the land as a
second language. On the other hand, there were a few radical Yiddishists who wanted
to do away with Hebrew completely. (This group was quite small; even such zealous
Yiddishists as Ester Frumkin saw a place for some Hebrew and religious education in
the ideal folks-shul of the future.) However, the positions of most of Vilna‟s OPE
members fell somewhere in between.
The Russian evacuation brought about a realignment within Mefitse Haskalah.
Not only did these events cause the removal of Russian from the linguistic picture, a
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major change in the legal status of Jewish education, and the disappearance of teachers
and schools, but they also changed the makeup of the Vilna chapter itself. Eight of the
original twenty-four members of the committee departed during the evacuation,
including Shmuel Niger, who had led the Yiddishist faction within the Vilna OPE. As
discussed, an element of randomness permeated these departures, but this randomness
could have major effects
While Mefitse Haskalah‟s decision in December 1915 to create a model Jewish
folks-shul for boys was unanimous, the same questions that had previously divided the
OPE arose once more concerning language of instruction, religious education, and
whether the organization should support schools in a variety of languages, according
to the preferences of parents. Some Hebraists seized the opportunity provided by the
disappearance of the Russian Ministry of Education to make the radical demand of
Hebrew as the sole language of instruction, adding a new stance to the mix.
In a series of meetings taking place over a period of a few weeks, Mefitse
Haskalah came to a decision on these questions. Committee members overwhelming
supported uniformity when it came to education, believing that Jews had to
demonstrate to their new rulers that they constituted a separate nation and ought to be
treated as such. Setting up schools in various languages would show that Jews ought
to be considered a confessional group of indeterminate ethnonational identity. This
final point acquired particular significance because those involved believed that
precedent set during the occupation could become the status quo of a postwar order
likely to be very different from what had existed beforehand.332
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The decision to created uniform schools only served to heighten the intensity
of the Hebrew-vs.-Yiddish debate. Shabad, who at this point could best be described
as a Yiddishist fellow-traveler, prioritized consensus and brokered a compromise
between Yosef Epshteyn, leader of the Hebraists, and Gershon Pludermakher, the
committee‟s leading Yiddishist. Eventually, deliberations ended with a reversion to
the 1913 compromise, whereby Hebrew would be taught in addition to Yiddish, which
would remain the primary language of instruction. Furthermore, the curriculum of the
folks-shuln would include classical religious studies, as not to alienate the traditional
masses.333 The possibility of developing separate Hebrew schools at a later point was
left open. The unifying goal of taking advantage of the current crisis to modernize
Jewish education, and of conducting an educational program premised on the hope of
Jewish national-cultural autonomy, trumped party-specific concerns and linguistic
preferences.
Over the course of the following months, as the educational project of Mefitse
Haskalah went into effect, conflicts over language began to reemerge. These conflicts
stemmed in part from procedural issues. In order to replace the committee members
who had fled, the remaining members had selected four new temporary delegates, who
would hold their offices until the next annual meeting of all members of the Vilna
chapter, which would then properly elect a new committee. When the meeting did
eventually take place, an overwhelming majority of Zionists were elected to the
committee. The new committee began incrementally introducing more instruction in
part of non-Jews was not without merits; in 1919, one Polish parliamentarian cited the fact that Jews
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Hebrew and the Hebrew Bible into the folks-shuln. The teachers, on the other hand,
tended to be Yiddishists. A growing conflict between the committee and the teachers‟
union soon reignited the language-wars.334
The Yiddishist opposition began to raise objections concerning the elections
and qualifications for membership. Izbitski, as the Bund‟s man in Vilna, called upon
socialist members to forsake the organization. He questioned its legitimacy as an elitist
organization, where only dues-paying members could vote in elections. The new
circumstances, in his view, called for a truly democratic institution to coordinate
Jewish educational activity in keeping with the wishes of the Jewish proletariat. Leftist
members began to resign from Mefitse Haskalah, and turned to Izbitski‟s newly
created Arbeter Kultur Fareyn as an alternative. 335 Meanwhile, Tse„ire Tsiyon had
begun running its own independent elementary schools.
With radical Hebraists creating their own educational institutions on the one
hand, and the Arbeter Kultur Fareyn threatening to become a Yiddishist alternative to
Mefitse Haksalah on the other, the organization seemed to be in danger of losing its
relevance. However, it regrouped and successfully preserved its status as a powerful
and unifying force in Jewish education, although it never gained the sort of absolute
authority it ultimately desired.
Mefitse Haskalah avoided a complete split because of the power (and money)
it had through its closeness to the Jewish Committee, and also because of two
powerful personalities: Tsemakh Shabad and Zalmen Reyzen. Reyzen‟s radical
Yiddishism led him to oppose Izbitski‟s secessionist move. Although he appreciated

334
335

Valt; Zilberbakh, 241-43.
Valt; Pludermakher, “Tsu der geshikhte.”

209

the work of the Bund and other Jewish socialists in promoting Yiddish, he fiercely
criticized their limitation of their efforts to Jewish workers. Reyzen believed Yiddish
ought to be the language of all social classes of East European Jewry. He thus
objected strongly to the educational endeavors of the Arbeter Kultur Fareyn. Instead,
he wanted Mefitse Haskalah to be the sole official authority in Jewish education,
promoting Yiddish as the exclusive Jewish national language. Consequently, Vilna‟s
most intense devotee of Yiddish remained in favor of compromise. 336
Shabad shared many of Reyzen‟s convictions, although in more moderate
form. He remained a liberal nationalist unwilling to throw in his lot with the socialists.
He shared Reyzen‟s conviction that the Jews of Vilna ought to present a unified front
to other nationalities, and to the German rulers, but, unlike Reyzen, for Shabad this
conviction surpassed any particular cultural or political preferences. 337 Furthermore,
Shabad was a gifted politician who could put his considerable personal authority to
good use. After much negotiation, he brokered a deal: the Yiddishists rejoined or
declined to leave Mefitse Haskalah, the Hebraists scaled back their demands, a new
executive committee was formed giving more-or-less equal representation to
Yiddishists and Hebraists, and a compromise was reached on issues of membership
and electoral procedure. The Arbeter Kultur Fareyn did not set up its own schools,
although it sponsored classes for adults and other cultural activities. 338 Only after the
German withdrawal and the post-war Soviet occupation did Mefitse Haskalah fall
apart, being replaced by separate educational organizations corresponding to different
ideological trends.
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Both Hebraists and Yiddishists complained of setbacks because both sides
hoped not merely to build new institutions, but to dominate Jewish education. The
project of the folks-shul was wedded to the idea of a uniform, official system of
Jewish elementary education, not to an educational marketplace where different kinds
of schools competed against one another. Mefitse Haskalah continued to exist as a
unified organization as long as this goal seemed possible.
The Postwar Legacy
The compromises that kept Mefitse Haskalah intact as a unified organization
began to unravel at the very end of the war, when competing Jewish school networks
began to emerge and Mefitse Haskalah began to lose its claim as Vilna‟s central
educational organization. The first sign of this new development came in 1917, when
Central Committee member Nahman Rachmilewitz decided greater effort and
coordination was required to maintain Vilna Jewry‟s traditional religious educational
institutions, which were increasingly losing potential students to modern schools. He
began soliciting Orthodox communities in Germany (where he had lived for several
years before the war) for funds specific to this purpose, hoping to create a centralized
platform for supporting Orthodox primary education equivalent to Mefitse Haskalah.
In 1918, he and Rabbi Rubinstein set up an ad hoc commission to this end.
After the signing of the Brest-Litovsk Treat in March 1918, movement
between Russia and Ober Ost became possible. At the same time, prominent Jewish
cultural and religious figures were coming to the conclusion that Soviet Russia was
not a particularly hospitable place for them, and began arriving in Vilna. These
included many who fled Vilna at the beginning of the war, such as Shmuel Niger,
Sofia Gurevitsh, and Hayim Ozer Grodzienski. The new political situation also meant
211

a revival of trade, which somewhat eased the economic situation. The returnees
brought new energies and abilities, as well as new perspectives they had gained from
Revolutionary Russia. After the Allied offensive at Amiens on August 8, it began to
become clear that the Central Powers were losing, and local German officials began to
display increasing laxity. In September, Lithuanian leaders began to organize their
own government, and promised Jewish leaders the autonomy they desired. All these
factors encouraged a new spurt of educational activities that would lead to the
fragmentation of communal cooperation in the postwar period. A new system would
emerge whereby each ideological tendency would create its own network of schools.
At the very end of that year, Grodzienksi returned to Vilna. He had spent his
years in exile trying to create a framework for coordinating Orthodox efforts to
establish and maintain hadarim and other religious institutions. He had also become
convinced that the quality of religious education had to be improved and that hadarim
had to offer some degree of secular education in order to keep parents from sending
their children to secular Jewish schools. 339 The combined efforts of Grodzienski,
Rubinstein, and Rachmilewitz led to the creation in 1919 of the Va„ad ha-Me„uhad
(“Unified Council”) for overseeing all religious schools in Vilna. 340 Such an organized
network was new not only to Vilna, but to Russian Jewry in general. Traditionally,
melamedim ran their hadarim privately, while the Tsedakah Gedolah and individual
donors ran a few public Talmud Torahs for poor students. Now Vilna had a religious
counterpart to Mefitse Haskalah.
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Yiddishist education underwent a parallel development. In the fall of 1918,
Zalmen Reyzen convinced the recently returned Gurevitsh to aid him in establishing a
Yiddish-language Realschule (i.e., a math- and science-focused high school) under the
auspices of Mefitse Haskalah341 This was the first secondary school anywhere with
Yiddish as its primary language of instruction. Around the same time, a new
organization called Kultur Lige (“Culture League,” a branch of an organization that
had been founded in Kiev earlier that year) began to take over some of Mefitse
Haskalah‟s activities, although the latter continued to run its own schools. Kultur Lige
had a decidedly Yiddishist bent, and its arrival in Vilna was the first step in the
unraveling of the Yiddishist-Hebraist compromise achieved in 1916.342
In the final days of 1918, the Jews of Vilna elected their first Democratic
Kehilah. It was assumed that the new Kehilah would coordinate all educational
activity, ushering in a new era of Jewish autonomy; however, the arrival of the Red
Army ten days later put a halt to any real Kehilah activity. The Soviets encouraged the
use of Russian and Yiddish, while repressing Hebrew and religious education.
Although their policies encouraged Yiddishists, never before had freedom of cultural
activity been so restricted. In April, the Polish Army reclaimed Vilna, and Yiddish lost
state sponsorship. After the initial period of chaos and anti-Jewish violence, the
Kehilah resumed its activities, and the conflict between Yiddish and Hebrew with
regard to education flared up once more. This time, however, compromise failed. 343
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Shabad came to the conclusion that he could no longer mediate between the
two sides. The demands of Hebraists – and their power within the Kehilah – had
become too great, while Yiddishists had become less willing to compromise. In May
1919, the Yiddishist faction, together with Kinder-farzorgung, decided to merge their
two organizations into the Tsentral Bildungs Komitet (“Central Education Committee”
or TsBK), which would oversee all secular Yiddish schools in Vilna – and in fact
continued to do so until World War II. In 1921, TsBK affiliated itself with the newly
created Central Yiddish School Organization (TsYShO), which coordinated secular
Yiddish education throughout Poland.
With Mefitse Haskalah now dissolved (along with the all-Russian OPE, which
did not survive the Revolution) and Yiddishists having created their own, selfcontained school administration, Hebraists decided to circumvent the Kehilah entirely
and create a parallel organization. In June 1918, Hoveve Sefat „ever reconstituted
itself as the local chapter of the newly created Russian Tarbut organization. (Like
Kultur-lige, Tarbut had been formed Revolutionary Russia. The opening of borders
after the Brest-Litovsk Treaty had exposed Vilna Hebraists to the organization.) In the
words of Kenneth Moss, Tarbut “envisioned a far more sweeping and ambitious form
of cultural organization in which Jewish art in all its forms would be brought under a
single organizational umbrella” along with Hebrew-language schools.344 The Vilna
Tarbut made its first order of business the takeover of the Hebrew Gymnasium and the
Tse„ire Tsiyon girls‟ schools, and then began planning the establishment of further
Hebrew-language schools.
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A similar splintering took place within the newly formed Va„ad ha-Me‟uhad,
following in the footsteps of the schism between religious Zionists and musarists
among the exiled yeshivah students. Not long after the war, the Va„ad ha-Me‟uhad
became exclusively associated with the Mizrachi movement, while the non-Zionist
and more religiously conservative Agudists set up their own school network.
Grodzienski took the lead in establishing the Agudist network, while Rabbi Rubinstein
– once Grodzienski‟s protégé – became the leading figure in establishing a Mizrachi
school network, along with his wife Ester. Both local Orthodox school organizations –
like their Zionist and Yiddishist counterparts - affiliated with larger networks that
operated throughout Poland and beyond. Despite fragmentation and realignment, one
common denominator held wartime Jewish education together: every institution
worked on the assumption that Jews were a separate nationality that ought to have its
own schools.
Before World War I, Jewish children in Vilna could choose from a range of
schools extending from wholly traditional hadarim to state-run Russophone schools;
yet across the board education remained relatively divorced from ideology. Fierce
ideological debates surrounded education, individual educators might have been
ideologically motivated, and ideology could influence decisions of parents when it
came to school selection, but schools themselves remained ideologically unaffiliated.
Organizations that ran societal schools all claimed to be without party affiliations: the
Tsedakah Gedolah (responsible for the municipal Talmud Torah), Kinder-farzorgung,
Mefitse Haskalah, and the association of benefactors that ran the Torat Emet Talmud
Torah. This situation changed during the period of German occupation, when the
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overtly Zionist Tse„ire Tsiyon established Zionist schools and ideological conflicts
threatened to tear apart Mefitse Haskalah just as its power reached its zenith. In the
year after the war, education in Vilna became a matter of unified organizations with
distinct party affiliations: Va„ad ha-Me‟uhad for the Orthodox, Tarbut for Zionists,
and Ts.B.K. for socialists and Folkists. Education had become an ideological matter.
Jews and Gentiles
The Zionist schools and Mefitse Haskalah schools saw themselves as
alternatives to both hadarim and Talmud Torahs on the one hand, and to non-Jewish
schools or schools for Jews devoid of specifically Jewish content on the other. With
the German occupation, state-sponsored schools disappeared, and Russian-language
schools for Jews ceased to be an option. Furthermore, the German policy of
encouraging native-language education, and the success of Poles, Lithuanians, and
Belarusians in setting up their own national schools, made non-Jewish schooling lose
much of its appeal, at least at the elementary level. Very few Vilna Jews wished to
adopt Polish culture, and Lithuanian and Belarusian culture had little appeal,
especially since the latter two were associated with predominantly peasant peoples
whose languages were not viewed as tools for social or economic advancement.
Despite these factors, Russian did not vanish completely from the Jewish
educational scene. The possibility remained that Russia could retake Vilna, or that an
Allied victory in the West would force Germany to relinquish its eastern gains. Even
when Wilson placed Polish independence among his Fourteen Points in January 1918,
nobody knew where exactly this would leave Vilna. Nor was it clear what the fate of
Vilna would be in the event of a victory by the Central Powers. Thus Mefitse
Haskalah schools continued to give instruction in Russian, although for only a few
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hours per week, lest their students be left unable to speak the official language or
qualify to attend secondary schools. Meanwhile, young Jews who aspired to one day
attend gymnasium, university, or other institutions of secondary and higher learning
continued to study, in private groups, for Russian entrance exams. 345
For those Jews who did not wish to wait for the war‟s end to pursue formal
secondary education, few options were available. Until the opening of the Yiddish
Realschule in 1918, the Hebrew gymnasium remained the only Jewish high school,
but it had limited appeal for those without ideological commitment to Zionism or
Hebrew. Therefore, secondary schools became the one arena where Jews and nonJews continued to attend school together. Jews attending non-Jewish gymnasia chose
either the Lithuanian gymnasium or the Belarusian gymnasium, shying away from
Polish schools. The similarity between the Belarusian and Russian languages, and the
fact that Belarusian national identity was less developed that that of other groups,
probably made this school an appealing choice. Similarly, Jews perceived Lithuanians
as less antisemitic than Poles and the Jewish students who studied at the Lithuanian
gymnasium studied in its Russian division. Thus Russian remained a default linguistic
choice for Jews interested in acquiring European educations.
Ober Ost and Day-to-Day Education in Vilna
German policy had led to an overall liberalization when it came to the creation
of Jewish schools, in part because of the policy of de-Russification, in part because the
German occupation government lacked the Tsarist regime‟s overlapping set of fears
and hopes with regard to Jews, and perhaps also because other concerns took priority
over the construction of a detailed policy with regard to education. On the other hand,
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German administrators interfered with mundane details of educational activity with a
thoroughness that distinguished them from their Russian predecessors.
Regulations required every school to submit detailed descriptions of curricula
to the office of the Oberbürgermesiter, along with regular reports. Teachers needed
certification; any change in faculty required an immediate report and approval; strict
guidelines existed for the use of substitute teachers. 346 One ordinance not only decreed
that the school day had to be divided into six periods, but precisely when each period
should start and end. 347 Perhaps most tellingly, another order demanded that male
students be taught to greet their own clergy, teachers, and other persons deserving
respect deferentially – complete with removal of hats – and to extend the same
courtesy to German officers and uniformed officials. 348
Vejas Liulevicius, in his study of Ober Ost, has put great emphasis on the
psychological desire of German occupiers to impose order on a disorderly east. The
history of Ober Ost school policy in Vilna supports this thesis. In addition, boredom
on the part of officials separated from their families and stationed in an area where
there was minimal fighting after 1915 might have added to their bureaucratic zeal.
From the perspective of the Jews, however, none of this amounted to anything like the
repeated efforts of Russian officials to stifle Jewish education. The closing of the
People‟s University was in fact a rare example of an educational institution being
banned outright under the German occupation. Restrictions on Hebrew made little
difference in practice, and increased requirements with regard to instruction in
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German had little overall impact. Furthermore, none of the records left by Jews
involved in educational work mention antisemitism as a motivating factor in
restrictions on Jewish schooling.
Even when German authorities attempted to enforce more draconian policies
toward local schools, these amounted to little in the long run. In 1916, local officials
decreed the closing of all schools in Vilna in order to prevent the spread of typhus.
(Shabad deemed this a mere pretext for stifling cultural activities.) Jewish and nonJewish leaders protested and schools associated with all nationalities simply continued
to function. Although the government responded by briefly imprisoning some of the
offending teachers and school administrators, after six months the decree was lifted
and everything returned to normal. 349 When it came to education, the commitment of
educators to their programs exceeded the commitment of the government to enforcing
its policies. Thus, on the balance, Ober Ost granted freedom where it mattered most,
allowed for a complete realignment of Jewish education.
Vilna’s Jewish Schools in a Comparative Perspective
To fully understand the causes, consequences, and significance of wartime
developments in Jewish education, some comparison to areas outside Vilna is in order.
Throughout other areas of Ober Ost, Jews – as well as Poles, Lithuanians, Belarusians,
and Latvians – opened new schools, emboldened by the freedoms the new regime
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granted.350 Extremely little is known about such schools and primary source material
is quite sparse.
More can be said of the area to the west that came under control of the German
Government-General in Poland (roughly corresponding the prewar Congress
Kingdom) and the areas to the east that remained under Russian control. Jewish
communities in these regions, despite important differences in governance, followed a
trajectory similar to Vilna‟s. The first year of war brought about a refugee crisis: first,
Jews from areas closest to the fighting fled to Warsaw; later, Jews from Poland and
the Pale fled or were expelled to the Russian interior. The OPE, EKOPO, and other
philanthropic organizations tried to help refugee children, their first step being the
establishment of children‟s homes. These organizations also worked to set up modern
schools for the children. The creation of modern Jewish schools led to fierce debates
over the language question and the proliferation of schools with both Hebrew and
Yiddish as the language of instruction. The Tsarist regime allowed for greater latitude
when it came to these schools than it had before the war; after the February
Revolution, the freedom allowed Jewish educators briefly became even greater. 351 The
Soviet regime reversed this trend, but it was not until a few years after the war that
Hebrew schools were stamped out and Yiddish schools came completely under the
control of the Evsektsii (Jewish Sections of the Communist Party).
The Government-General of Poland had ambitious plans for educational
reform, and initially sought to transform all hadarim into modern schools and replace
Yiddish with German. The latter task was soon abandoned completely, and little
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headway was made with the former. 352 In Warsaw and other major cities, however,
school activists founded many modern schools, especially Yiddish-language ones. 353
Among the Orthodox, too, the war also prompted a surge of activity. In Russia,
the founding of modern schools for refugees led to an Orthodox backlash (especially
since many of the students at these schools had come from traditional homes in Poland
and the Pale). Rabbis organized themselves on an unprecedented scale to open
hadarim for the refugees and fund existing ones. While the stringent movement policy
(Verkehrspolitik) of Ober Ost did not allow for the kind of cooperation on a national
scale that took place in Russia (particularly after the February Revolution), the
activities in Vilna leading up to the creation of the Va„ad ha-Me‟uhad constituted a
similar move toward greater coordination of Orthodox primary education – especially
taking into account the difficulty of imposing unity on as large and diverse a
community as Vilna‟s.
Ester Rubinstein‟s effort to include girls in Orthodox education also had
parallels elsewhere. Yisra‟el Me‟ir Kagan (1838-1933, known as the “Hafets Hayim”)
– a rabbi of great stature, viewed as a living symbol of saintliness and traditional
religiosity – published a halakhic decision in 1918 endorsing formal Jewish education
for women. The Hafets Hayim had fled Lithuania during the Russian evacuation, and
the wording of his decision implied that wartime circumstances brought him to
support a new approach to schooling for girls. 354 In the Habsburg lands, a movement
started among Galician refugees living in Vienna (whose experience in many ways
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mirrored that of refugees who fled the Pale from the Russian interior) to create a
network of Orthodox schools for girls. 355 In the immediate postwar period, this
network would successfully spread throughout Poland, as its founders gained support
from prominent hasidic rebbes in Galicia and the former Congress Kingdom, from the
Hafets Hayim, and eventually from Agudat Israel itself. Rubinstein‟s school became
an alternative model for Mizrachi, which set up its own network of separate girls‟ and
boys‟ schools. There is no evidence as to whether Rubinstein and the Galicians were
aware of one another, or if the Hafets Hayim knew of the activities of either when he
wrote his original halakhic opinion. Regardless, World War I provided an impetus for
these parallel developments.
However, despite these general similarities, certain factors distinguished Ober
Ost Jewish communities in general and Vilna in particular. Throughout Ober Ost,
Jews saw the complete marginalization of the assimilationist option when it came to
education.356 Already, the lack of any one predominate culture in this multiethnic area
had weakened the appeal of assimilation; with the disappearance of Russian as the
language of the state and its suppression by German occupiers, very little opposition
existed to the principle of Jewish schools for Jewish children. In the GovernmentGeneral, on the other hand, groups of Polonized Jews existed in major cities, and
elements within the Polish national movement sought to encourage further
Polonization. To the east, Russia saw the arrival of tens of thousands of largely
Yiddish-speaking Jewish refugees from the shtetlekh of the ethnically mixed
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borderlands in cities and towns outside of the Pale – places such as Saratov, Rostovon-Don, and Perm – where the population was more homogeneously Russian and local
Jews were acculturated to a greater degree. The children of these refugees for the most
part attended schools of the OPE and EKOPO where the Russian language played an
important role.357
Few cities in any region matched Vilna in terms of the sheer zeal with which
educational activity was undertaken during the war. Even after the evacuation, Vilna
had a number of outstanding activists and intellectuals ready to devote themselves to
founding schools and courses. Vilna‟s residents‟ sense of themselves as living in the
Jerusalem of Lithuania – the intellectual capital of the Jewish world – perpetuated a
desire to support educational activity. Such an endeavor as the People‟s University
could only have had the success it did in a place with a large number of adults
interested in expanding their intellectual horizons.
Vilna had led the way before the war with the degree to which its educational
efforts were organized, and continued to do so afterwards. Vilna had been one of only
a handful of cities to have its own chapter of the OPE. The founding of Vilna‟s TsBK,
an organization devoted solely to activity within Vilna, took place five years before
the establishment of TsYShO, the all-Polish equivalent. Vilna‟s Tarbut chapter was
the first to preside successfully over a Hebrew gymnasium. The Va„ad ha-Me‟uhad
too was the first council of its type, created before Mizrachi and Agudat Israel formed
international networks of schools. In these ways, Vilna became a trendsetter for
Interwar Poland.
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With these comparisons in mind, it is possible to isolate some determining
factors behind the explosion of educational activity in wartime Vilna. First, every
development discussed in this chapter stemmed in one way or another from crisis and
disruption. The arrival of the refugees and the closing of schools during the evacuation
provided an impetus for everything from the founding of kinderheymen to the schism
among the yeshivah students. Most of the creative activity began with efforts to solve
the resulting problems that then became arenas for testing new ideas that had
crystallized in the previous decade. Furthermore, the lack of normal sources of
funding for schools spurred greater organizational sophistication. Vilna shared these
destructive experiences – in varying forms – with Jewish communities throughout the
Russian Empire.
In addition to disruption came a second factor: relative freedom for Jewish
education. Although Ober Ost encouraged education in Yiddish, this decision was
largely the result of urging from Jewish (and, indirectly, non-Jewish) leaders. Thus,
the rapid growth of modern Jewish education did not require active state intervention
of the kind considered by the Evsektsii in the early Soviet period, nor state support of
the kind envisioned by the postwar Minorities Treaties, but simply just enough latitude
to allow the modern Jewish educational project to be carried out. This combination of
freedom and crisis brought about the multifaceted changes of World War I.
Building new educational institutions, and changing the nature of schooling for
Jewish children, had become a major preoccupation of Jewish intellectuals (including
many rabbis) and community leaders at the turn of the century. They saw education as
the crucial arena in which the battle over the future of the Jewish people would take
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place. The First World War brought these plans from theory into practice, and created
schools that would last until the Second, and provide models for similar schools
throughout Poland.
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CHAPTER 4: MEMORY
On December 19, 1914, the Warsaw Yiddish daily Haynt published a letter to
the public written by three of Russian Jewry‟s most prominent intellectuals: Y. L.
Peretz, Yankev Dinezon, and S. An-sky. The letter began:
We are living through an extraordinarily important historical moment without
precedent in world history. No matter how the war we are now living through
may end, it will bring about an upheaval in the life of people and nations, both
in the economic-political and the spiritual sense. Boundaries of countries will
be redrawn. Worldviews will be fundamentally altered, whether in terms of the
interests or ideals of nations. Much will be destroyed and much rebuilt; much
will be uprooted and much will take root. New life forms sprout from the very
fields that are being so well irrigated with blood. 358
The three authors expressed certitude that the war, which had barely lasted more than
five months, was a world-historical event, whose effects would not only be felt in the
realm of politics and diplomacy, but in every sphere of life. This declaration might be
considered prophetic: after the war, borders indeed shifted drastically, ideologies rose
and fell, empires dissolved, economies transformed, and philosophy, literature, and art
took new directions. However, one of the peculiarities of the First World War was that
its importance was recognized from the moment it began. Politicians, journalists, and
even ordinary people who left behind letters and diaries for historians believed that the
war would have effects far beyond those of recent conflicts. 359 By the end of 1914, it
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was becoming clear even to casual observers that the current struggle would not be the
quick six-month campaign that generals predicted and politicians promised, but a long
and drawn-out war that would consume human and material resources on an
unprecedented scale. As a result, the perception of the war‟s historical enormity
intensified. Interpretations of the war‟s significance, as well as the rhetoric used to
describe it, evolved as the war went on, but the language of transformation remained
pervasive.
Peretz, Dinezon, and An-sky did not write simply to comment on the
magnitude of the war. They called upon the Jewish people to record its own part in the
momentous events. “Otherwise,” they went on, “our account will be empty” and their
will be no evidence left by Jews of their role in the war and “[w]orse still… others –
total strangers – will write for us and in our names!” Thus Jews were in danger of
losing their ability to write their own history; instead, non-Jews could very well record
the growing mass of antisemitic rumors as historical truth. The appeal culminated with
the words, set off in bold letters, “Become historians yourselves! Don‟t depend on the
hands of strangers!”360 The authors then encouraged readers to record and catalogue
their experiences, take photographs, and collect any material evidence that fell into
their hands and send it to the Jewish Ethnographic Society in Petrograd.
To a certain extent, the Haynt article reflected a growing preoccupation with
the preservation of the Jewish past in the decades before World War I. Jewish
historian Simon Dubnov wrote two essays in 1891 and 1892, in which he called upon
his readers to collect and send to him whatever historical documents they could get
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their hands on, in order to form a basis for the writing of Russian-Jewish history. 361 In
the years before the war, An-sky too had developed a passion for creating a written
record of Jewish life, although from a different disciplinary standpoint. Influenced by
the growing popularity of ethnography in the Russian Empire in the early twentieth
century, and fearful that the onward march of modernization would continue to erode
Jewish folkways, An-sky coordinated a large-scale ethnographic expedition through
the Pale. The expedition began in 1912 and was cut short by outbreak the war,
although An-sky would continue to pursue his project of recording folklore during the
war itself.362
Unlike Dubnov‟s call for the collection of historical materials, the authors of
the Haynt appeal were not searching for evidence concerning the distant, or even the
recent, past. Nor did they seek primarily to accumulate information about traditional
life before. Rather, they were encouraging the production of records of events of the
present, knowing that in years to come historians would need primary sources on
which to base their telling of history. They predicated their appeal on both the
importance of history itself and on the historical importance of the war. Jews
throughout Russia – including Vilna‟s leading intellectuals – either responded to the
appeal or independently concluded that they ought to record their wartime
experiences. In doing so, they acknowledged that the war possessed outstanding
historical importance.
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The widespread feeling that the war was a world-historical event, that it ought
to be remembered, and that historians would pay great attention to it in the future
characterized World War I from its outset. This sense of the war's colossal importance
– what I term the “transformative narrative of World War I” – not only affected
individuals' efforts to record their experiences both during the war and immediately
afterwards; it also affected the ways groups and individuals conducted themselves
during the war itself. Belief in the war‟s importance thus shaped the reality of the war.
This chapter will focus on this underlying sense of history. It will begin by examining
how perceptions of the war‟s historical significance informed the endeavors of Vilna‟s
Jewish communal leaders and motivated them to memorialize the war as it happened.
It will then move on to address historical memory and memorialization in the two
postwar decades as well as the disappearance of the war from Jewish historical
consciousness after World War II. It will conclude by analyzing the lasting impact of
World War I on Jewish modes of commemoration.
Rhetoric and Reality
Vilna‟s modernizing Jewish intelligentsia, who have been the subject of the
previous chapters, shared with Peretz, Dinezon, and An-sky the perception of the
Great War as a world-historical event that would have far-reaching repercussions on
the Jewish people. This perception brought them to a similar conclusion about the
importance of creating a historical record of the war years. But their belief in the
transformative narrative also informed their actions, which have been the subject of
the previous chapters. If the war was to change the world, they saw it as their duty to
struggle to ensure that it would do so in accordance with their aspirations. In other
words, they saw the war as an opportunity to advance their agendas not only because
229

of favorable German occupation policies or the new conditions created by the
necessity of relief work, but also because they believed that the war in itself was an
ideal time for reforming Jewish society. Zalmen Reyzen employed a form of this
argument during the 1916 debate over schooling. Regardless of which side won the
war, he wrote, Vilna would belong to a new order. If Jews wished for this new order to
recognize a Jewish nation, Jews had to establish proper precedents before the war
came to an end. Therefore, Rezyen concluded, it was crucial that Jews establish their
own unified network of Jewish schools to demonstrate Jewish nationhood. 363
As has been discussed in the previous chapters, the modernizing intelligentsia
seized upon war and crisis to advance not only Jewish schooling but the entire agenda
that had developed over the previous decades: wresting communal leadership from the
rabbinate and gevirim, reforming Jewish schools, developing a Yiddish art theater, and
so forth. While the particular conditions of Russian and German military rule were
likely to be temporary, such people as Wygodski, Shabad, and Reyzen believed that
gains made during the war were likely to be made permanent after the war ended.
Through their efforts to establish practices that would lay the groundwork for renewed
Jewish political and cultural life, transformative rhetoric became part of reality.
By seeing the war as a momentous event with its own dynamic energy,
Wygodski, Reyzen, and others absorbed a narrative that swept through Europe in
August of 1914. This narrative took on various forms, yet there was an underlying
similarity in the ways in which many people in all countries spoke about the war. The
rhetoric of transformation can be seen in the words of politicians and intellectuals
hailing from both the Entente Powers and the Central Powers. German Chancellor
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Bethmann-Hollweg referred to the conflict as “this greatest of all wars” when barely a
shot had been fired. 364 German-Jewish philosopher Martin Buber wrote in a
September 1914 letter that the war would bring about not only geopolitical but
metaphysical change, quoting Dante‟s motto Incipit vita nova (“here begins new
life”).365 His colleagues expressed agreement; the writer Hermann Stehr replied to
Buber that after achieving victory Germany “must refashion humanity.” 366 Similarly,
An-sky – who traveled extensively throughout Russia and Russian-occupied Austria
throughout the war, speaking with a wide variety of people – commented on multiple
individuals commenting separately that “the war will renew mankind.” 367 These
different individuals by no means had a monolithic understanding of the war, but the
motif of transformation united their visions.
Statesmen understood the narrative of transformation in geopolitical terms,
making increasingly bold statements about their war aims and seeing the war as an
opportunity to settle old scores and achieve their most ambitious foreign policy goals.
As the war was beginning, Russian elder statesman Sergei Witte mocked this tendency
within his own government, implying that his colleagues dreamed of such far-fetched
goals as the annexation of Istanbul. 368 Britain and France sought successfully to use
the war not merely to halt the unchecked expansion of German power or to defend the
rights of Belgium and Serbia, but also to create Middle Eastern empires for
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themselves. The German Kriegsziehlbewegung (War Aims Movement), which began
in 1916 and had a strong influence on Ludendorff, sought to reshape the war as a
struggle not to defend Germany from the threat of Allied aggression, but to create an
East European German Empire. As the war went on, war aims only grew more
sweeping.369 The formulation and pursuit of such goals bespeak an acceptance of the
transformative narrative by politicians and diplomats. For them, the narrative was an
impetus to create a transformation on their own terms. 370
The wartime leaders of Jewish Vilna absorbed the same underlying narrative
and drew similar conclusions from it. This is not to say that Jewish leaders in Vilna
were influenced by, or even aware of, Buber‟s private correspondence or
conversations among French and British policy makers. Rather, they simply accepted
widespread conventional wisdom. Shmuel Hurvitsh, for instance, recollected that in
the first days of the war the Russian press seemed to “promise… that the war would
bring a new life.” 371 As soon as the right circumstances presented themselves, people
like Hurvitsh began trying to shape that new life in accordance with their long-held
aspirations. For Hurvitsh, this meant the political organization of Vilna‟s artisans.
Hurvitsh and those like him thus absorbed the narrative of transformation into their
own thinking and translated into a call for action. In doing so, they participated in a
specifically East European version of a Europe-wide trend.
War and Nationalist Rhetoric in Eastern Europe
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The transformative narrative of World War I took on a special significance for
the stateless peoples of Eastern Europe – Jews among them. Their leaders and
intellectuals began to think that the war would dramatically change their respective
nations‟ situations, most likely for the better. The words and deeds of belligerent
governments, and the course of the war itself, encouraged these hopes. As the war
dragged on and both sides grew increasingly desperate, they began to make evergreater promises to minority nations under their own rule, in order to ensure their
loyalty. They also made promises to nations under the yoke of their enemies to
encourage them to turn on their rulers. 372
Vilna‟s ethnic and geographic situation left it caught in a web of conflicting
promises and aspirations. During the war years, the “Vilna question” emerged as an
issue of fierce competition between Polish and Lithuanian nationalists that had high
stakes for both Jews and Belarusians. Furthermore, because the historic lands of the
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth lay partially in the hands of Germany and AustriaHungary and partially in the hands of Russia, both sides sought to turn Polish
nationalism against their respective enemies while trying to prevent it from backfiring
against themselves. Shortly after the outbreak of hostilities, Grand Duke Nikolai
Nikolaevich issued an appeal to Russia‟s Poles, promising that their loyalty to the Tsar
would be rewarded with some form of autonomy after the Central Powers‟ defeat. At
the same time, Polish nationalist leader Józef Piłsudski organized a Polish legion to
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fight for the Central Powers, seeing the war as the ideal time to reach an
accommodation with Germany and Austria – who initially supported his efforts. 373
After the Central Powers‟ victories in 1915, the situation changed dramatically,
as the fate of most Polish territory now fell under their control. The Kaiser declared a
Polish kingdom in the General Government in 1916, Austria pursued its own policy of
creating a Polish grand duchy under Habsburg rule, and, in 1917, Ober Ost began
promising the formation a Lithuanian protectorate. The Allies raised the stakes
significantly in 1917: Russia‟s Provisional Government declared its intention to
overhaul its nationality policy, and many expected that a system of autonomy for
national minorities would ensue. After the United States joined the war, Woodrow
Wilson gave his famous “Fourteen Points” speech outlining American war aims
(perhaps one of the most ambitious examples of transformative wartime rhetoric). In
it, he called for a redrawing of the map of Europe, including the breakup of AustriaHungary and the creation of an independent Poland with access to the sea (the only
new country he specified by name).
While neither Wilson nor the Tsarist government made any specific promises
to Jews, Jews were nonetheless objects of the Great Powers‟ bids for their loyalty.
Britain‟s Balfour Declaration of 1917 constituted only the most well known of these
efforts.374 The quest for Jewish sympathy – both from Jews in neutral America and
from the Jews of occupied lands – profoundly influenced German policies in Eastern
Europe.375 The varied schemes of the Great Powers demonstrated their belief that they
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could use the war to make the world anew. To the extent that they made these plans
public through speeches and declarations, they encouraged the people of East Central
Europe to believe that whoever the victor, a new order would emerge from the war‟s
end. Vilna‟s modernizing Jewish leaders joined nationalists of all peoples in seeking to
utilize the war to advance national goals.
Remembering and Recording
Like educated people throughout Europe in the early twentieth century, Vilna‟s
modernizing Jewish intelligentsia had been influenced directly and indirectly by the
turn to history of the nineteenth century. In the few years before 1914, there had been
a particular upsurge of interest in Jewish history among Russian Jewish intellectuals.
The historical consciousness that emerged involved not only knowledge of the past,
but sensitivity to the historical process and historical change, which in turn created an
inclination to perceive current events as historical watersheds. Historical awareness
did more than encourage transformative rhetoric; it also created an interest in
recording history, as seen in the Haynt appeal. Both urges – the urge to seize the
moment and the urge to record – stemmed from an underlying belief in the war‟s
historical significance. In Jewish Vilna, the impulse to chronicle wartime experience
would create a substantial body of work that would have a lasting impact on the
Jewish relationship with the past.
Nowhere did the appeal of Dinezon, Peretz, and An-sky meet as zealous a
response as in Vilna. Shabad and Shalit in particular spearheaded an effort to create a
historical record of Vilna‟s wartime experience – and, of course, of their own
activities. They solicited brief articles from a variety of contributors about all aspects
of wartime Jewish life in Vilna, together with a few pieces of historical or scholarly
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interest, and put them together in the form of the Vilner zamelbukh (“Vilna
Anthology”), published in 1916. They assembled a second volume in 1917, which
went to press in 1918. A third volume was being planned close to the war‟s end, but
the chaos following Germany‟s collapse made production impossible. 376
The two Zamelbikher included a diverse group of brief pieces. Individuals
involved in particular associations or activities contributed articles about their own
organizations, while the editors put together lengthy reports on Jewish communal
government and Jewish schooling based on internal records of the Central Committee
and Mefitse haskalah. Others contributed recollections based on their own personal
experiences. One author wrote of his work as a medic before the arrival of the
Germans; another described how he became the victim of a blood-libel (which would
have become violent had occupation officials not put a stop to it). There were also
articles of scholarly and literary interest. Psychiatrist Avrom Virshubski authored a
two-part series entitled “The Everyday Psychopathology of Lithuanian Jews,” together
with a rejoinder by Shabad. Sh. L. Tsitron contributed, inter alia, a brief history of
Vilna‟s Jewish community and some unpublished letters penned by Sholem Aleichem
and the maskilic poet and publicist Judah Leyb Gordon. Both volumes also included
obituaries of recently deceased Vilna personalities.
The Vilna intelligentsia created the Zamelbikher to memorialize both Jewish
suffering and achievement during the war years. In doing so, they consciously sought
to create a body of primary-source documentation for future historians, feeling
confident that this episode of Jewish history would come to be a focal point of
scholarly attention. They supplemented these materials with non-war related sources
376

Goldshmidt, “Di yidishe prese,” 605-6.

236

of historical interest (such as the Gordon letters), linking their efforts to a more general
historical project. Like so many other wartime endeavors, these anthologies also
served a fundraising purpose, which in this case was twofold. First, proceeds from
their sale (German Jews were the primary target market) were to be used to support
Vilna‟s Jewish orphanages. Secondly, the publishers hoped that the books would raise
awareness of the plight of Vilna‟s Jews among German Jewry and thereby encourage
financial and even political assistance.
In the summer of 1917, Mefitse haskalah established a historical commission
to work on assembling the second Vilner zamelbukh. Despite Mefitse Haskalah‟s
focus on educational activities, the Commission‟s goal was to collect historical
materials concerning all aspects of Jewish life in Vilna, not only items related to
schooling. Members of the Commission saw the Zamelbikher as part of a much wider
project: they wished to collect complete runs of every newspaper published during the
occupation, records of schools, organizations, and synagogues, war-related folklore,
artifacts, and first-hand accounts. Shalit hoped that similar commissions would be
established “in every Jewish city and town,” so that “the time of the occupation should
remain in our memory not through rumors and estimations, but through documents,
materials, objects, and factual evidence, which should form the basis of this
completely new and enormously important epoch of upheaval in our lives.” 377 He
hoped that World War I would usher in a new era of Jewish historical consciousness,
in which historians would write accounts of the past based on facts and
documentation.
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As Shalit‟s comments (written in 1917) make clear, the interest in preserving
history was very much a response to the war; however, it also had roots in prewar
trends, especially in the last decade of the Russian Empire. A growing interest in
history thus intersected with a momentous historical event to produce a new genre of
historical writing. Many of those involved in Vilna‟s World War I memorialization
project had taken part in attempts to organize and institutionalize Jewish historical
scholarship in the last decade of the Russian Empire. The effort originated, naturally,
with Dubnov, who called for the establishment of such a society in 1891. The OPE,
already possessing a legal organizational framework, took the lead, creating historical
commissions first in Odessa and later in Moscow and St. Petersburg. In 1908, several
prominent Jewish leaders and intellectuals took advantage of the post-revolutionary
liberalization to transform these commissions into an independent organization – the
Jewish Historical and Ethnographic Society (JHES), based in St. Petersburg. 378 This
group would provide an inspiration for wartime and postwar historical work in Vilna.
In 1913, a group of intellectuals in Vilna established a “Society of Lovers of
Jewish Antiquities” with the purpose of creating a Jewish museum. The founders of
this new society included many important figures who would later become involved in
publishing the Vilner zamelbikher and in postwar memorialization projects: Shabad,
Wygodski, Virshubski, and others. The museum opened its doors in 1914,379 but
ceased its activities once the war began, sending most of its materials to Moscow in

378
379

Veidlinger, 235-43.
Klausner, 2:531-32.

238

1915 in order to keep them at a safe distance from the ever-approaching front. 380 The
Historical Commission founded in 1917 thus sought to pick up where the Lovers of
Jewish Antiquities and JHES had left off.
Like its predecessors, the Commission combined a general interest in Jewish
history with particular attention to the minutiae of everyday Jewish life, folklore, and
folk customs. These preoccupations reflect the growing influence of the new discipline
of ethnography in the Russian Empire on the eve of World War I. As did the prewar
JHES, the Historical Commission saw the fields of history and ethnography as closely
related and accordingly complementary. The Zamelbikher reflected this outlook by
extensively collecting information on what scholars now call Alltagsgeschichte, or the
history of everyday life. As a result, the Zamelbikher included a wide variety of types
of material and involved a large group of people in the process of their production.
From Present to Past
The Historical Commission received a new impetus for its activities with the
arrival of renowned Jewish ethnographer S. An-sky in Vilna in September 1918, as the
war was drawing to a close. An-sky had close personal connections with Wygodski,
Shabad, and other leaders of Jewish Vilna from his time spent there in 1908 and his
years of involvement in Jewish organizations and left-wing politics. Besides assisting
in the establishment of the Vilna Kehilah, An-sky also worked to found a new Jewish
Historical and Ethnographic Society on the basis of the Historical Commission and the
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defunct Lovers of Jewish Antiquities. An-sky hoped this new society would replace
the old Petrograd JHES, which the Bolsheviks had recently shut down. 381
The Vilna HES held its first meeting in February 1919. Among its first
projects, quite naturally, was the documentation of the First World War. An-sky
himself devoted much of his postwar years to this task, editing his diaries to create the
most well-known work on the East European Jewish experience during the war:
Khurbn Galitsye (The Destruction of Galicia). While it would be difficult to overstate
An-sky‟s prestige among, and impact upon, Vilna‟s Jewish intelligentsia in the years
following 1918, the goal of documenting the war came quite naturally to this group. It
was members of HES such as Shalit, Virshubski, and Wygodski who had taken the
lead in producing the Zamelbikher.382 Furthermore, these would-be chroniclers – like
An-sky himself – were deeply invested in recording their own activities. They saw
their cultural and philanthropic work during the war years as Jewish Vilna‟s great
heroic achievement, in which their community cared for its own in a time of need,
while not forsaking its cultural and intellectual legacy. Finally, the same people had
also undergone a personal transformation during the war, in which they had emerged
from playing the supporting cast in communal life to occupying the leading roles.
During the first year of HES‟s existence, its secretary, Khaykl Lunski,
suggested that the society devote its energies to the publication of a historical
anthology documenting Jewish Vilna‟s wartime experience. Although other members
were enthusiastic about the idea, the frequent changes of regime and the crushing of
civil society during the second Soviet occupation hindered any progress. (Lunski
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himself, however, managed to publish his own war chronicle, Fun vilner geto [“From
the Vilna Ghetto”] during this time.) After Polish forces drove out the Soviets for the
second time in October 1920, borders stabilized and some degree of normalcy
returned. Serious work on the project began in 1921, and the book went to press in the
fall of 1922, under the title Pinkes: far der geshikhte fun Vilne in di yorn fun milkhome
un okupatsye (“Chronicle of the History of Vilna in the Years of War and
Occupation”). 383
The word pinkes, used as the book‟s title, traditionally referred to community
record books, in which Jews kept minutes of meetings of the kehilah and hevrot, local
statutes, and demographic data. In addition to implying a connection to traditional
modes of commemoration, the title also signaled a return to a trend that had begun
among Yiddishist intellectuals in Vilna on the eve of the war. In 1911-12, Shmuel
Niger had put together a collection (intended to be the initial volume of an annual)
under the title Der pinkes, dedicated to chronicling recent developments in Yiddish
letters. The Lovers of Jewish Antiquities had also intended to create a pinkes
collecting local legends, songs, and folklore. While the war had cut both projects
short, the 1922 Pinkes represented a resumption of these endeavors. The growing
prewar interest in history thus provided fertile historiographic soil once the war
arrived.
The fact that the 1922 Pinkes had roots in prewar endeavors did not mean that
the war had no impact on modes of commemoration. Rather, World War I happened to
take place at a time of heightened interest in history and historical documentation
within Russian Jewry. The 1922 Pinkes was a much more ambitious work than
383
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anything that had been planned before the war began. It combined both the
ethnographic-folkloristic agenda of the Lovers of Jewish Antiquities with Niger‟s
high-culture focus, but also added a historical dimension that both projects lacked.
Unlike purely ethnographic works that tend to view traditional societies as
unchanging, or focus on societies in which modernity has had little or no impact, the
Pinkes emphasized the change undergone during a discrete historical period, creating a
narrative of evolution and development.
In structure and content, the Pinkes was an expanded and more polished
version of the Zamelbikher. Each article focused on some aspect of Jewish life, or a
particular institution, about which the author had firsthand knowledge. These ranged
from Wygodski‟s account of his communal leadership from 1915-17, to Shabad‟s
statistical study of Jewish mortality and epidemiology, to an article by the owner of a
bookstore about wartime trade in Jewish books. At a time when postwar ideological
and partisan struggles were tearing the kehilah apart, 384 the Pinkes (like the
Zamelbikher before it) testified to communal unity by giving a place to the activities
of every imaginable ideological stream: traditional Talmud Torahs, rabbinic decrees,
the Hebrew Gymnasium, the Yiddish Culture Union, and so forth. Although this
format in some ways emphasized differences by compartmentalizing Jewish life into
separate articles by different authors about different aspects of Jewish life, by bringing
these accounts together in one volume the Pinkes made an implicit claim that
everything described in its pages belonged to a single story of a single Jewish Vilna.
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Similarities of overarching narrative also united most of the individual articles
in the Pinkes. This narrative told the story of the war as a time of terrible destruction,
rupture with the past, and social, cultural, and political change and progress. Elements
of this narrative were already present in the Zamelbikher, in the 1915 call for
documentation published in Haynt, and even in some internal documents of Jewish
organizations. 385 They also occur in other historiography of the war produced by the
same Vilna circle: Wygodsky‟s two-volume war memoirs, historical articles published
in the journals Lebn (“Life”) and Fun noentn over (“From the Recent Past”) – both
edited by Shalit – and a variety of other publications that appeared in the 1920s and
1930s. This narrative, based on the authors‟ own experiences, also grew out of the
transformative rhetoric that predominated during the war itself.
The Redemptive Narrative
The story told in the Zamelbikher, Pinkes, and related works repeatedly
stressed the paradox of the war: immense suffering combined with cultural and
political evolution on the national level. Halpern, for instance, recounting the creation
of the Jewish Culture Union, wrote, “It was quiet and stagnant on the Jewish street at
the time of the German occupation; a strong apathy enveloped the entire populace. A
few, however, understood that merely a strong initiative was required in order for
latent forces to spring to life anew.” 386 This sentiment was expressed directly in
numerous other accounts, and indirectly in many others, that mentioned death and
deprivation in passing while touting the accomplishments of a particular institution.

385
386

See “Doklad Kontrol‟nago otdela,” YIVO RG 10:94.
Halpern, 689.

243

This trope of paradox made for a powerful heroic narrative: despite terrible
suffering, Jews not only persevered and survived, but also underwent a communal
renaissance. Rezyen stated this explicitly in his preface to the Pinkes. “Precisely in
these sorrowful and difficult times did Jewish Vilna reveal the great spiritual power
that had always been inherent in it and which displayed itself in the varied modes of
Jewish life and creativity.” 387 Rather than give in to what Shabad termed “potato
psychology,” communal leaders provided education and spiritual sustenance – as well
as potatoes – to their constituents. This story, in certain respects, sprung from a selffulfilling prophecy: since the modernizing intelligentsia perceived the war as a
transformative historical moment, they sought to effect the transformations they
desired. (Of course, as the previous chapters have shown, many factors far beyond the
control of Jewish leaders ultimately made these changes possible.) After the war, the
same perception that had shaped their actions during the war in turn became part of
their historical memory, which they then wrote into the historiography they created.
This narrative of paradox combined the trope of Jewish anguish with that of
cultural achievement in a way that inverted traditional narratives of Jewish suffering
and catastrophe. Its authors wrote with acute awareness of the place of their own
stories in the long chain of chronicles and histories of Jewish suffering. They had a
high degree of familiarity with traditional historical memory of previous Jewish
catastrophes as preserved in the synagogue liturgy; they also had read the works of
Heinrich Graetz, Simon Dubnov, and other contributors to the growing field of Jewish
history. As a result, they sprinkled their accounts with references to the Spanish
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Inquisition and other historical Jewish calamities. 388 Such comparisons were not
merely a statement on the extent of Jewish suffering during World War I, but of the
authors‟ sense of the historical magnitude of this episode of Jewish history.
Such perceptions of the war‟s importance to Jewish history, and attempts to see
it in the light of Jewish tragedies gone by, were commonplace among Jewish writers at
the time. A pamphlet published by the international headquarters of the Poale Zion
movement to raise awareness of Jewish suffering in Eastern Europe made the claim
that one “has to look far back in Jewish history, as far as the Crusades or the last
death-struggle with the Romans in Judaea, to find such devastation as that wrought by
this war in Jewish life.” 389 An-sky filled his Khurbn Galitsye with sophisticated
references and allusions to Jewish historical memory – including the work‟s title,
which employed the term traditionally associated with the destruction of the First and
Second Temples. In utilizing such comparisons and allusions, Jewish writers imitated
what generations of Jewish authors had done before them: viewing and presenting
Jewish historical experiences typologically through the prism of historical memory.
The Vilna circle, however, by emphasizing the simultaneity of suffering and
progress, stood the old narrative of Jewish suffering on its head. Classical Jewish
literature had seen Jewish collective suffering as punishment for collective sins and
therefore linked catastrophe to hopes of repentance and redemption. Another strand of
the tradition found redemptive meaning in interpreting martyrdom and sacrifice as a
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form of “sanctification of the Divine Name.” 390 Such theological interpretations had
little appeal for a generally secular cohort. Rather, the Vilna historiography arrived at
a secularized narrative of redemption and self-empowerment by drawing attention to
public kitchens, schools, theater performances, and so forth.
This narrative also rested on the perception of Vilna as the “Jerusalem of
Lithuania” – a place of traditional learning that had now become a center of the
haskalah as well as post-haskalah trends of Jewish intellectual activity. According to
this view, the people of Vilna could be counted on to attend evening classes and
cultural events despite epidemics and starvation and would not neglect schools out of
desperation to fund public kitchens. Public kitchens themselves provided evidence that
the Jews of Vilna could and would care for their own poor, and showed the heroic
resilience of the community in helping itself.
Reyzen summed up these attitudes in his preface:
In the most difficult times, in the days of the most acute pain and suffering, the
hand of the builder did not become dependent [on the assistance of outsiders],
the spirit of farsightedness was not extinguished, nor was the voice of the ___
silenced – and then it happened! [Vilna‟s] atmosphere [became] saturated with
collective creativity… [its soil] was sown with deeply rooted Jewish seeds; [it
became] a reservoir of that gathered vitality and sustenance for the withered
and desiccated branches of a fractured and splintered Jewry. Thus was Vilna
even in the time of the war and the postwar fighting. 391
In the midst of Reyzen‟s somewhat overwrought rhetoric can be found the most
important of the narrative put forth in the Pinkes. Reyzen did not mean to suggest that
Vilna‟ s Jews did not become at all dependent on outside help during the war; nobody
could deny that American- and German-Jewish charity kept made wartime cultural
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endeavors – as well as wartime survival – possible. Rather, he expressed the opinion
(shared by his colleagues) that Vilna‟s indigenous Jewish leadership did not allow
itself to become subordinate to that in Germany and America. In doing so, Reyzen
believed, they did not lose their “farsightedness”; that is, rather than focus exclusively
on urgent wartime needs, they viewed the war as an opportunity for transformation.
Jewish Vilna‟s cultural creativity and efforts to solve its own social problems – despite
the war‟s deleterious effects – thus allowed it to continue to play its historic role as a
model for other Jewish communities. Finally, Reyzen stressed the essential Jewishness
of wartime social and cultural developments.
The notion that Jewish Vilna‟s achievements during World War I ought to be
understand as fundamentally and uniquely Jewish bespeaks another aspect of the
Pinkes‟s underlying narrative: nationalism. The projects of memorializing the war
brought together a group of intellectuals who subscribed to a variety of opposing
political and cultural ideologies; however, they agreed on the substance of this
narrative of paradox. In part, they could agree because they were united by a
commitment to Jewish nationalism, and divided only by their interpretations of
nationalism itself. The wartime developments, which they viewed in a redemptive
light, all contributed to the advancement of Jewish nationalism in one way or another.
As Shabad stated, with typical directness, in his introductory essay to the Pinkes:
During the difficult time of the German occupation, when the Jews of Vilna
suffered both from cold and from hunger – and in general from severe want –
nevertheless, an important outcome was achieved: the idea became
crystallized, and declared to the outside world, that Jews are a people [italics in
original] with their own culture and their own language and with categorical
national demands, which may in no way be denied them. 392
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Whether through the creation of Jewish national schools or the pursuit of a new style
of Jewish politics, World War I served to heighten Jewish national identity and
develop the institutions that – in an East European context – were considered
fundamental to the existence of a modern nation.
This commitment to Jewish nationalism created an ideological ecumenicism
that characterized the Pinkes and Zamelbikher. By understanding any activity that was
distinctively Jewish – and that somehow involved either cultural creativity or some
social benefit – as advancing the cause of Jewish nationalism, these book managed to
cover a great diversity of subject matter. Despite growing tensions, for instance,
between Zionists and their opponents, Zionist and non-Zionist activities stand side-byside in these works. Thus the fiercely Yiddishist Reyzen was content to place the
creation of Vilna‟s own branch of the Tarbut Hebrew school network next to the
creation of the Yiddishist Central Education Committee in his list of important
wartime achievements. The same spirit can be found in the Shabad‟s eulogy for
Hebraist Yosef Epshteyn in the second Zamelbukh, written in the midst of the
language conflict within Mefitse haskalah. Shabad, himself a committed Yiddishist by
this point, specifically emphasized Epshteyn‟s successes a Hebraist educator and the
great respect with which his anti-Hebraist opponents viewed him. Shabad, Reyzen,
and others brought their belief in the unity of the Jewish people, and the importance of
any successful Jewish cultural endeavor to the cause of Jewish national advancement,
to the entire project of historical memorialization.
Counternarrative
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Despite the ecumenical approach present throughout the Pinkes and
Zamelbikher, the narrative of paradox, like any other, had its dissenters. While the fact
that efforts to produce a historiography of Jewish Vilna brought together people whose
ideologies would prove deeply divisive in the postwar period, those most active in this
effort still constituted a relatively narrow group of intellectuals united by their
commitment to modern Jewish nationalism in its secular form. When it came to their
historical project, this group generally endeavored to present itself as non-ideological
and committed to recording Jewish life in all its variety. 393 This meant crossing not
only the divisions among Zionists, socialists, and diaspora nationalists, but also those
between religious and secular. The editors of the Zamelbikher gave a voice to
religiously traditional elements despite the fact that they were a generally secular
group: for instance, one contributor mentioned in passing that he was a Lubavitch
hasid; another reported on the modern-style yeshivah. The traditionally devout Lunski
also played a leading role in all the memorialization projects. Nor did other authors
ignore religious life; Shalit, for example, paid attention to hadarim and yeshivot in his
survey of Jewish educational institutions in the first Vilner zamelbukh.
Nevertheless, the few contributions of the traditionally observant, and scattered
articles on religious activities, did little to mask an overwhelming bias of the World
War I historiography toward modernizing or secular institutions. Lunski‟s contribution
was the exception that proved the rule: he was the observant Jew who served as the
modernizing intelligentsia‟s connection to the world of religious tradition. 394 Nonideological factors contributed to this imbalance. For instance, Shalit‟s school report
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went into much greater detail about modern schools – and particularly Yiddishist
schools – than the traditional kind. The report thus reflected the rapid wartime
expansion of new educational institutions, but presented very little evidence about the
old institutions that persisted, including information about their decline. Nothing is
mentioned, for instance, about the growing concern among rabbis and Orthodox
communal leaders for traditional places of learning, or their efforts to revitalize them.
This discrepancy stemmed partially from the mass of documentation created by the
modern schools, in contrast with the paucity of any sort of document produced by
hadarim.395 Furthermore, the religiously observant might not have shown much
willingness to participate in the historiographic project, whether because of lack of
interest or because of a general reluctance to cooperate with secular Jews. There is no
doubt, however, that Shalit believed modern schools to be more important and that his
ideological preferences affected his emphasis.
The lack of attention to traditional life cannot accurately be reduced to a
quantitative question of numbers of pages allocated to particular topics, although such
an analysis certainly confirms a preference for recording secular life and secular
institutions. The overarching narrative of paradox itself reflected the ideology of its
authors: most of the institutions that flourished during the war years were, as has been
shown, modernizing ones. Shalit himself commented that while the “old
historiography,” written by Vilna‟s maskilim, had focused on “the religious aspects of
Jewish life, on great rabbis, righteous men, and the heads of yeshivot… community
leaders and gabaim,” he wished to create a “new historiography,” concerned with
“Jewish social [gezelshaftikhen] life, with the political-social struggle, with the
395
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cultural life of Jewish masses, with the Jewish secular schools, with the entirety of
modern Jewish culture.” 396 In focusing on advances of secular Jewish culture, Shalit‟s
approach shied away from describing the other side of the same coin: the deterioration
of traditional life. Thus, the Pinkes and Zamelbikher presented a rich and detailed
portrait of the new Jewish civil society that emerged during the war, but nothing about
the simultaneous collapse of old associational life. Indeed, had it not been for Lunski‟s
Fun get vilne, no information would appear about this decline in the published record
at all. Furthermore, the memorial literature overlooked completely such important
developments within Orthodoxy as the creation of a modern, religious school for girls.
The modernizing intelligentsia, in creating a redemptive narrative of the
growth of new institutions, wrote a story of progress, which by necessity involved
movement away from the constraints of religious tradition. Continuing with the
example of schooling, proponents of modern Jewish schools tended not to describe
their successes as victories against religious tradition, but by necessity they were
exactly that. The same can be said in the political sphere: while the Tsedakah gedolah
continued its activities during the war, it became a political and financial subsidiary of
the Central Committee, which, although it had a rabbi as its head, was dominated by
the modernizing intelligentsia.
For the Orthodox, therefore, the redemptive story of cultural revival amidst
destruction had considerably less weight, both because of the war‟s terrible toll on
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traditional institutions and because of the advancement of modernizing cultural
movements. Grodzienski, upon returning to Vilna from his exile in Russia, expressed
horror at the state of religiosity in Vilna:
Even when the days of haskalah, integration, and assimilation arrived, and
when the government issued decrees and fenced in the hadarim and yeshivot
[as if] with hewn stone, none of this was able to inhibit or extinguish the spirit
that came from those raised in purity on the fields of Lithuania… However, we
have seen what we never believed we would see. A great upheaval took place
in a short period of time. The terrible days of war came and the whole world
was thrown into confusion. … I was shocked to see when I returned to
Lithuania that it was twice stricken: its physical and spiritual foundations were
torn asunder, and the spiritual destruction was even greater than the physical
destruction.397
Vilna‟s leading rabbinic figure saw nothing paradoxical about the war‟s legacy. In his
mind, “physical destruction” (hurban gashmi) went hand-in-hand with “spiritual
destruction” (hurban ruhani). For Grodzienski, there was nothing redemptive hidden
in the war‟s calamitous effects. In and of itself, this marked a departure from the
traditional narrative of catastrophe: classic texts also bemoaned the deaths of rabbis
and scholars or the destruction of yeshivot as a particularly painful loss of spiritual
sustenance, accompanying devastating loss of life and property. 398 But Grodzienski
bemoaned something much deeper than the annihilation of places of learning or the
deaths of religious leaders: he bemoaned a loss of inner devotion to traditional
religiosity. The redemptive message of martyrdom or perseverance in faith despite
suffering that was pervasive in classical catastrophe literature was notably absent;
instead, Grodzienski implied that Vilna‟s Jews had failed to cling to their faith through
adversity.
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Elements of Grodzienki‟s account can be found elsewhere, including in the
writings of other rabbis who traveled through Russia and Poland during and after
World War I. Although the participation of the Orthodox in the creation of Vilna‟s
commemorative project was limited, the war sparked a rabbinic interest in history
parallel to that of the Vilna circle. This surge of interest in the past stood out in
contrast to rabbinic culture‟s traditionally lukewarm attitude toward the composition
and even consumption of histories. Even excessive attention to rabbinic histories was
seen as a frivolous distraction from Torah study.399
In the aftermath of World War I, however, a historical impulse manifested
itself within the world of the Orthodox rabbinate in the form of several memoiristic
works produced by Russian and Polish rabbis. These postwar rabbinic memoirs –
which themselves belonged to a genre highly unusual in rabbinic literature – shared a
concern not merely with the personal stories of their authors, but with the fate of the
community as a whole, and thus constituted a form of historical writing. This modest
boom in rabbinic memoir writing, not unlike the enthusiasm for recording among the
Jewish intelligentsia of Warsaw and Vilna, resulted from a shared recognition that
World War I constituted a sharp break with the past.
Only one of these memoirs, Yehudah Leyb Graubart‟s Sefer zikaron, made the
war the focus of its narrative, precisely because its author viewed the war as a
transformative moment for Orthodox Judaism. Two other memoirists – Orthodox
activist Jacob Lipschitz and Talmudist-cum-banker Borukh Epstein – focused entirely
on the prewar period, and had no qualms about integrating events that occurred before
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their own birth into their works. 400 Rather than record the upheaval of the war itself,
they sought to create a record of the world the war had swept away. Epstein, in fact,
stated explicitly that he turned to memoir out of a belief that the atmosphere of
traditional religiosity in which he had been raised had been shattered during the
war.401 This turn to history in the form of memoir paralleled the burst of interest in
history within rabbinic circles during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, which
Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi has argued stemmed directly from another cataclysmic
rupture, namely the expulsion of the Jews from Spain. 402 Traditional as well as many
modernizing Jews saw the communities of Eastern Europe as Jews had once seen
Spain: as a center of flourishing Jewish life and spiritual and intellectual achievement,
imbued with a prestige that set it apart from Jewish communities elsewhere. The
destruction of such a center – whether through expulsion and mass-conversion in
Spain or through expulsions, or mass-flight, economic ruination, and military
devastation in Eastern Europe – created a clear break between past and present. As a
result, a group accustomed to ahistorical thinking became aware of history and the
past became a sacred or heroic epoch worthy of preservation.
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More importantly, this rabbinic turn to history paralleled that of the
modernizing intelligentsia, who also centered their narratives around the idea of the
war as a historical turning point. Rabbinic authors, by accepting the war as a point of
disjuncture, absorbed in their own way the transformative narrative of World War I.
However, this response to the war did not emerge in Orthodox circles during the war
itself and therefore did not lead to a conscious effort to remake the world around them
– in no small measure because they were more interested in keeping the world as it
was. Postwar rabbinic historical and memoiristic literature was thus not inclined to
create its own version of the paradoxical and redemptive narrative espoused by the
modernizing intelligentsia.
It is worth noting that rabbinic writers could have constructed a redemptive
narrative of their wartime experiences. The creation of new kinds of schools for
Orthodox girls, the organization of Va„ad ha-Me‟uhad to coordinate Orthodox
schooling in Vilna, the founding of modern political organizations by Orthodox rabbis
in Congress Poland and Russia, all could have formed the basis for a heroic narrative
of the war that closely paralleled that created by the modernizing intelligentsia. In
1915, Orthodox Jews in America coordinated with rabbis throughout Europe to create
infrastructure parallel to the JDC that would distribute aid to rabbis, yeshiva students,
ritual slaughterers, and other religious functionaries suffering from the war. The
resulting organization produced two collections of documents not unlike the Vilne
zamelbikher in 1919 and 1922.403 These activities too could have formed the basis of
an overarching redemptive narrative of the war. Yet no such unifying trope emerged.

403

Ezras Torah, Sefer ha-zikaron: meha-mosad Ezrat Torah (New York: Philip Publishing Company,
1919 Zikaron ba-sefer (New York: Ezras Torah, 1922.

255

Orthodox literature accepted the historicization of World War I, but loss and
destruction overwhelmed other perspectives. For the authors of these works, the rapid
pace of wartime modernization made any wartime advances pale in comparison.
The thoroughly lachrymose – to borrow Salo Baron‟s term – narrative of the
war favored by the Orthodox contrasted sharply to that employed by Vilna‟s
modernizing intellectuals. However, it had much in common with the vast body of
post-bellum Hebrew and Yiddish poetry and literary fiction about World War I. The
generally secular authors who created these works tended to portray the war as
sweeping away the old tradition-bound world and its underlying values, but provided
very little of the redemptive. David Roskies, analyzing World War I as a theme in
Jewish literature, contends that the “final claim to Jewish sanctity, intimacy, and
security” was “irrevocably lost during the war” and points to “the collapse of religious
and moral order” as the overarching theme of Jewish war literature. 404 In this sense,
the novels of such secularists as I. J. Singer or Oyzer Warshawksi painted a picture of
World War I that resembled Grodzienski‟s more strongly than Shalit‟s. 405
These three genres of Jewish war writing – Vilna‟s historical-commemorative,
the secular literary-belletristic, and the rabbinic-memoiristic – all shared one
commonality in their depictions of World War I as a Jewish experience in Eastern
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Europe: the notion that the war was a historical turning point, a moment of sharp
rupture between old and new. However, within this shared framework, the nonfiction
works produced by Vilna‟s modernizing intelligentsia were the exception in their
deviation from the lachrymose narrative. It does not follow, however, that Vilna‟s
experience was somehow unique. A handful of Jewish historical and memoiristic
works reflecting wartime activities outside of Vilna produce a picture of the war as a
period of creativity as well as suffering. Most notably, Khayim Sh. Kazdan, in his
history of the modern Yiddish school, concluded that, “in the whirlwind of the First
World War the Jewish secular school was born.” 406 Such a picture of the war can be
found in the memoirs of Genrikh Sliozberg, who played a leading role in EKOPO, the
journalist Benzion Katz, who left Vilna for Moscow during the 1915 evacuation, and
others.407
Vilna alone, however, self-consciously organized itself to create a body of
work that could provide the basis for historical accounts of Jewish cultural and
political achievement during World War I. What made Vilna unique in this regard was
that it was home not only to many Jewish intellectual and activists – this could be said
of many cities – but that these intellectuals and activists formed a cohort willing to
work together on common projects. Furthermore, this cohort believed deeply in the
importance of their city – in the powerful myth of the Jerusalem of Lithuania – and
wished to lionize its wartime history. The commemorative works this group produced
would have a profound effect on Jewish modes of writing about the past, first in Vilna,
and later in the wider Jewish world.
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The Legacy of Commemoration
In the years following World War I, the Pinkes and Zamelbikher gave rise for a
new genre of commemorative historical literature that emerged in Vilna. The original
war-related publications provided a template for the newer works. These included the
1924 Shul-pinkes (School Register), describing the development of Yiddish-language
secular schools, the 1935 Vilne: a zamelbukh gevidmet der shtot Vilne (Vilna: An
Anthology Depicting the City of Vilna), edited by Vilna-born American Bundist
Ephim Jeshurin, and Shalit‟s 1938 Almanach of Vilna‟s Jewish Writers‟ and
Journalists‟ Union. In 1931, Shalit also published a sequel to the 1922 Pinkes, entitled
Oyf di khurves fun milkhomes un mehumes: pinkes fun gegnt komitet “Yekopo” in
Vilne (1919-1931) (On the Ruins of Wars and Upheavals: Pinkes of the Regional
EKOPO Committee in Vilna), dedicated to telling the story of Jewish relief work and
cultural activity since the publication of the original Pinkes. Finally, in 1939, Vilna
journalist A. Y. Grodzenski published a Vilner almanakh intended to raise funds for
Jewish communal activities. Each of these books resembled the war-related
historiography in format; several used the words zamlbukh and pinkes in their titles.
(The preface to the Shul-pinkes describes the work as a “zamlbukh.”)408 They also
stemmed from the same powerful underlying desire to record and commemorate.
The similarities between these works and the World War I commemorative
literature goes beyond their names. They shared a commitment to describing Vilna‟s
vibrancy as a center for Jewish life. They focused overwhelmingly on the present and
recent past, although they contained a smattering of articles on historical topics. Like
the authors of the Pinkes, their authors and editors sought to preserve the Jewish Vilna
408
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of the present for the sake of future generations. Above all, these books tell a shared
story of Jewish achievement: schools, cultural institutions, and philanthropic
organizations; poets, writers, and historians. These works were all massive projects –
again, like their wartime counterparts and, more so, like what their wartime
counterparts aspired to be – that involved the coordination of dozens of authors and
sometimes running into thousands of pages. Freed of the constraints on
communication that limited wartime compilers, the editors of the interwar works
solicited contributors on various continents. They supplemented texts describing
specific activities and institutions with original poems, reproductions of historical
documents, and photographs.
Like the World War I Pinkes and Zamelbikher, the works that Vilna produced
in the 1920s and 1930s attempted to transcend partisan struggles and ideological
divisions. This is most true of the Vilner almanakh, the stated purpose of which was to
present “a large reflection of Jewish Vilna, both the old and the new city, of all its
societies, cultural institutions, [charitable] institutions, associations and foundations –
both the so-called „old-fashioned-philanthropic‟ and the modern-social.” 409 But a
similar comprehensiveness can also be found in Jeshurin‟s Vilne: a zamelbukh.
Jeshurin himself was a committed socialist and the book was published by the
Workmen‟s Circle (Arbeter Ring), an American Jewish socialist organization devoted
to promoting secular Yiddish culture along with it trade-union and political activities.
The book contained an unsurprising amount of material devoted to Jewish socialism in
Vilna, brief biographies of Jewish revolutionaries associated with Vilna, and chapters
409
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by such famed Jewish socialists as Vladimir Medem, John Mill, and Yosef Izibitski.
However, the book also contained contributions by Shabad, Wygodski, Lunski, Simon
Dubnov, and other prominent non-socialists on a variety of topics relating to Vilna‟s
history, its leading figures, and its current social and cultural institutions. Thus short
biographic pieces appear on Jewish-socialist hero Hirsh Lekert as well as the apostate
orientalist Daniel Chwolson. This catholic understanding of what Jewish life in Vilna
encompassed was even more striking in these interwar works than in those produced
during World War I itself, since the war years were characterized by a general
atmosphere of intergroup cooperation, while fierce partisan struggles characterized
postwar communal politics.
Even the most ideologically narrow work in this genre, the Shul-pinkes,
transcended strict partisan limits. This work was dedicated specifically to describing
educational institutions affiliated with the Central Education Committee (TsBK), an
umbrella organization for Yiddish-language secular schools in Vilna. Although
support for TsBK generally went hand-in-hand with certain political orientations –
Bundism, Folkism, or some streams of left-wing Zionism – the Shul-pinkes avoided
politics completely. In an intellectual environment where choice of language, choice
of schools, and even choices of recreational activities could reflect deep-seated
opinions about pressing political choices, this ecumenicism, even if limited, was
noteworthy.
Two elements – common to every one of these books – held together the
diverse content found in each: the use of Yiddish (to the exclusion of other languages)
and a broad commitment to Jewish nationalism. Shalit, Reyzen, Jeshurin, and other
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devoted Yiddishists played important parts in producing these books; the use of
Yiddish was a natural choice for them. But employment of Yiddish had an
instrumental side as well: no other language could reach as broad an audience. Despite
inroads made by Polish in the 1920s and 1930s, Vilna‟s Jews were more likely to
speak and read Yiddish than Polish, and even those who understood both languages
were more likely to understand Yiddish with greater ease. Russian, meanwhile, had
gone into decline. Furthermore, Yiddish tended to be more accessible to potential
audiences in the U.S. and elsewhere. This rationale for using Yiddish reflected the
concept of Jewish nationhood that not only motivated the editors of these volumes, but
also allowed them to gather together such a wide-ranging collection of authors. In this
view, every activity engaged by Jews as Jews was an expression of Jewish nationhood.
This version of nationalism transcended any particular political platform; it can be
traced back to the first Vilner zamelbukh of 1916.
A third unifying element unifying this genre is the emphasis on the present and
immediate past. The Shul-pinkes, for instance, was a history of an organization that
had existed for only five years. Yet, like the authors of its wartime antecedents, its
editors wished to create a historical record of their own recent achievements. The
same is true for the 1931 EKOPO Pinkes. In 1919, EKOPO (originally formed in
1914) was recreated in Eastern Europe to channel funds from abroad (mainly from the
Joint Distribution Committee, another product of World War I) to local Jewish
charitable activities. Similarly, the Almanac of the Jewish Writers‟ and Journalists‟
Union, published in 1938, was dedicated to an organization founded in 1918. In this
regard, all three works resemble the World War I chronicles‟ focus on the recent past
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and on culture and relief organizations. The editors of all these books believed in the
importance of their activities and the need for these activities to be remembered. The
preface of the Shul-pinkes ends with the words “the legend is taking shape: the legend
of the Yiddish [secular] school.” 410 Its editors wished to establish a heroic narrative of
their activities that would gain the status of a legend and hence remain part of Vilna
Jewry‟s historical consciousness.
Remembering and Forgetting World War I
The fact that the World War was so widely perceived and remembered in
Jewish circles as being an event of momentous importance, and the fact that it inspired
so much commemorative writing, begs two questions: why and how did the war
disappear almost completely from Jewish historical consciousness, and why did it
receive only minimal attention in Jewish historical scholarship until the late twentieth
century? The Great War seems to have held the interest of the Yiddish and Hebrew
reading public during the 1920s and 1930s. In addition to the literary output in both
Hebrew and Yiddish, a large amount of European war literature was translated into
Yiddish. A substantial number of war memoirs written in these languages also went to
print, in addition to Yiddish translations of Jewish war memoirs from other
languages.411
Although the field of Jewish history, which grew rapidly in Poland and
America between the World Wars, did not produce much scholarship on the East
European Jewish war experience, this fact does not indicate lack of interest. At this
point Jewish historical scholarship was an extremely young field and its practitioners
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confronted thousands of years of history they were eager to research and subject to
new approaches. Changing political circumstances also led historians to investigate
issues they saw as having a particularly strong bearing on the present, but these
subjects too were often located in the distant past. (E.g., the early history of Jewish
settlement in Poland seemed powerfully relevant to ongoing arguments about the Jews
place in the new Polish state). For the most part, interwar historians paid little
attention to the twentieth century. Nonetheless, they recognized the importance of
World War I as a subject of historical inquiry and expected that future generations of
historians would give it much attention.
The reason for the disappearance of World War I from Jewish historical
memory and historiography was World War II. The Second World War completely
dwarfed the First both as a Jewish catastrophe and as a turning point in Jewish history.
It created a tendency – particularly on the part of those who came of age afterwards –
to view European Jewish life before the Holocaust as an undifferentiated continuum.
The creation of the State of Israel further solidified the sense of disconnection: for
many, old Jewish history existed before 1939 and new Jewish history existed after
1948. The Jewish historical memory of World War I as a breaking point that separated
old from new no longer seemed relevant. Nor did the deaths of a few thousand to
hunger and disease, or the massacre of a few dozen by unruly Russian troops, seem
particularly horrifying after the systematic annihilation of the bulk of European Jewry.
Furthermore, Yiddish, German, and Polish ceased to be languages that vast numbers
of Jews could read with ease, and many of the books written about East European
Jewish life during World War I ceased to be accessible to the broader Jewish reading
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public. Most of those who experienced the First World War themselves, or grew up
hearing tales of it from their elders, were no longer alive. Many others found
themselves behind the Iron Curtain, where public (and even private) discussion of the
Jewish past was becoming taboo. For all these reasons, World War I became a
forgotten episode.412
Even those who remembered World War I, and continued to write about it,
tended to link it inextricably to memory of World War II. Yiddish stage actor Joseph
Buloff, in his memoir of his youth in Vilna before and during the First World War,
provided an example of this tendency. World War I played a role in this highly literary
and occasionally fantastical memoir similar to that it played in much Hebrew and
Yiddish war literature written both before and after 1941: a period of moral and
personal crisis and social upheaval. Buloff depicted the Yom Kippur before the war
began thus:413
The next day, after Yom Kippur was over, when we walked tired and hungry
through the Archway, Moshe Governor and Artche Onionstalk [the town
idiots] lay peacefully dozing inside the barrels of torn holy pages. They surely
didn‟t know that from that day on they were no longer the only town idiots,
that on that Yom Kippur it had proclaimed in heaven that the whole world
should go crazy, and that events were about to happen that would defy all
normal human understanding. True, their announcement about the Messiah‟s
coming had actually been nothing more than a vision in their fevered brains.
Still they had guessed correctly that this had been the greatest and most
important of all Yom Kippurs, since this was the Yom Kippur of the Jewish
year 5675, which coincided with the non-Jewish year 1914. On that Yom
Kippur, the judgment over the people of the old marketplace and over those of
the synagogue complex and those in the whole world had been proclaimed not
only for one year, but for a hundred and perhaps a thousand years to come. 414
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This image captures in powerful terms the widespread feeling that the war was a
larger-than-life event of near cosmic proportions that left Jewish life permanently and
utterly transformed – a perspective that can be found in writings produced
immediately after, or even during, the war. But, writing after World War II, Buloff
knew full well what would befall the Jews of Vilna thirty years (if not one hundred or
one thousand years) after that fateful Yom Kippur and no doubt had this mind when
composing this passage, as he did in other, similar, passages in the same work. While
Buloff concluded his memoirs with his departure from Vilna in 1920, his epilogue
made clear that the Holocaust was very much on his mind in writing this book. 415 The
destruction that occurred during World War I became a sort of metonym for the
destruction of World War II. 416
Beyond this sort of subsuming of the experience of the first World War into
that of the second, the forms of commemoration developed by Vilna‟s modernizing
intelligentsia s during and after World War I, and in particular by, created a template
for Jewish memorialization of the Holocaust. Roskies has noted the awareness of
World War I memoirs as an influence on Holocaust-era Jewish writings. Hermann
Kruk, whose massive diary extensively documented Jewish life in Vilna during World
War II, remarked on reading An-sky‟s Khurbn Galitsye in the Vilna Ghetto and
reflecting upon the similarities and differences between the two Jewish
415
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catastrophes. 417 More importantly, Emmanuel Ringelblum, a leading Jewish historian
in interwar Poland, had been deeply influenced by the historiographical approach of
the authors of the Zamelbikher and Pinkes, which he saw as important models for the
kind of social history he wished to write. Inspired by the Vilna circle that produced
these works, he founded a historical commission – known as Oyneg shabes – in the
Warsaw Ghetto. Like the Vilna Historical Commission, it sought to create an archive
of materials that would record the Jewish experience for posterity while the war was
going on.418

In addition to the work of Ringelblum‟s circle, the Holocaust led to the
production of a new kind of commemorative literature based upon the Vilna genre. In
1943, Jewish immigrants from Łódź in the United States composed a book about their
city to raise awareness about the plight of their brethren under Nazi rule. The book,
edited by Yiddish theater critic Zalmen Zylbercwaig, contained poems, historical
essays about the city, reminiscenses about particular individuals, and whatever
material the authors were able to assemble about the current state of affairs in the Łódź
Ghetto. Although it originated in America under very different circumstances, its
overall purpose was quite similar to that of the Vilner zamelbikher. After World War II
came to an end, and the magnitude of the Holocaust became evident to the Jewish
community, a movement began among survivors and Jews who had left Eastern
Europe prior to 1939 to publish similar books about their communities. These
memorial books became the primary mode of Holocaust commemoration for East
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European Jews living in Israel and the Americas in the decades following World War
II.
A careful comparison of these books with the 1922 Vilna Pinkes demonstrates
strong continuities. It is difficult to determine to what extent this influence was direct;
it is most likely that authors of some of the early memorial books had been familiar
with interwar publications that were in turn modeled on those of the First World War.
Once a number of memorial books had appeared, others used these as models.
Nonetheless, the similarities are more than incidental. One particularly salient
common feature is the attempt to portray Jewish life in a particular town or city
through diverse civic activities. Most memorial books have articles devoted to
particular schools, to youth groups, theater clubs, and the like – a product of each
individual author trying to capture that aspect of the pre-Holocaust experience he or
she deemed most important. Although memorial books sought to commemorate things
that had vanished forever, whereas the World War I Pinkes sought to record evidence
of a new era of rebirth that was just beginning, the latter closely followed the template
of the latter. Furthermore, both types of books reflected a strong shared impulse to
bear witness and create a historical record of Jewish suffering and achievement.
World War II memorial books often evoked much older Jewish forms of
commemoration. In Yiddish, they were often referred to as yizker bikher, after the
traditional prayer for the dead recited on holidays; such books had originally been
composed to record the names of the dead so that they could be incorporated into the
recitation of yizkor.419 The tradition of keeping such books goes back to medieval
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German Memorbücher (hence the Hebrew Sefer zikaron and English memorial book),
which also served to record persecutions and martyrologies. 420 Yet similarities
between post-Holocaust memorial books and these older precursors are mostly
superficial. Although many if not most post-Holocaust memorial books included lists
of names of the dead, the bulk of their content is devoted to historical documentation
that resembles much more strongly the works created in Vilna to commemorate World
War I, and their interwar successors.
The yizker bikher shared many of the distinguish features of the wartime and
postwar Vilna commemorative literature. Most obviously, they employed the
anthological format, designed to collect as much information as possible from a broad
base of contributors. Furthermore, they employed Yiddish as there primarily language,
although unlike the prewar commemorative works, they did not do so exclusively.
(Most have both Hebrew and Yiddish sections, and often brief English sections as
well. In general, contributors could write in the language of their choice. Nonetheless,
the Yiddish sections tend to be longer.) In many ways, the memorial books were the
final phase of Yiddish-language creativity, produced after the language went into
decline. These books also partake in the broad definition of Jewish culture found in the
Pinkes and Zamelbikher. Rarely did a single ideological vision dominate. Instead, each
contributor wrote about whatever institution or experience was most important to him
or her. Finally, the yizker bikher concerned themselves largely with the recent past, as
connected only by the common theme of Zionism, combined with some reminiscences about the
deceased. Unlike the Vilna homegrown historiography or the later memorial books, it was not dedicated
to recording the history of a particular locale or to chronicle collective suffering. Yizkor: matsevet
zikaron le-halele ha-po„alim ha-„ivriyim be-erets yisra‟el, ed. A.Z. Rabinovich (Jaffa: 1911). See
Jonathan Frankel, “The „Yizkor‟ Book of 1911: A Note on National Myths in the Second Aliya,” in
idem., Crisis, Revolution, and Russian Jews
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 183-215.
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remembered by their authors – that is, most of their material concerns the pre-World
War II decades and the Holocaust itself. Unsurprisingly, they had much less to say
about the present. They share the Vilna historiography‟s preoccupation with creating a
historical record of recent events for the sake of future generations. In this way, the
Zamelbikher and Pinkes gave rise to a model of commemoration that persisted for
many decades and survived greatly changed circumstances.
Jewish Historical Memory of World War I in a European Perspective
The subject of historical memory seems to be an inextricable part of the
historiography of World War I. Several of the most important and well-known works
on the First World War focus on memory and some of the most important historical
literature on memory deal with the First World War. Historians of Western Europe
and the United States have argued that World War I shaped forms of memorialization
that would be later be employed after World War II. Paul Fussell, in his 1973 The
Great War and Modern Memory – still considered a major work on both World War I
and the subject of historical memory in general – contended that English-language
writing on the war created a template for remembering all subsequent wars, and in fact
created modern memory itself. George Mosse in another classic work, Fallen Soldiers,
makes the case for a strong connection between commemoration of the First and
Second World Wars in Germany. More recently, Jay M. Winter has identified World
War I as the touchstone for a “memory boom” in the twentieth century. In his
formulation, the cohort concerned with memorializing World War I constituted “The
First Generation of Memory,” while that which memorialized World War II became
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“The Second Generation of Memory.” 421 In this respect, an analogy – if not a true
parallel – can be constructed between the historiography of East European Jewry and
the broader of historiography of World War I.
While Fussell contends that World War I was “a literary war,” for Jewish
Vilna it was also a historical war. That is, it was a war that inspired people to think
about history and their place in history, about how they could themselves act upon
history, how they could create a historical record, and how they would be remembered
by future generations. This historical impulse stemmed from a growing prewar interest
in understanding and commemorating the past, as well as in preserving the present for
future generations. It also came from a rhetorical context filled with proclamations of
the war‟s historical import. At the same time, social and political changes were taking
place, regardless of perceptions and rhetoric, that further encouraged the impulse to
see the war as a momentous event. Jewish leaders and intellectuals consequently tried
to shape developments in ways they saw fit, further encouraging their own perception
that the war was in fact sweeping away the old and heralding the new. All these
factors combined to intensify the need for commemoration, giving East European
Jewry new and lasting modes of writing about the past.
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CONCLUSION
The Aftermath, October 1919 – 1922
On October 20, 1918 Prince Max von Baden, recently elected chancellor of a
Germany on the brink of defeat, announced to Lithuania that it would be left to govern
itself. The Taryba responded by revoking its election of Duke Wilhelm von Urach of
Württemberg as King of Lithuania – a move it had made under German pressure in
June – and immediately set about transforming itself into a truly democratic
institution. On November 3, Germany officially terminated Ober Ost, putting a
civilian government in charge. Six days later, revolution broke out in Germany, at
which point the growing disorder in Vilna turned into chaos. Soldiers, influenced by
Bolshevik propaganda that had crept across the front lines, ceased obeying their
officers and instead formed committees to make decisions for their units. Meanwhile,
the endemic corruption that had been a feature of the occupation from its beginning
suddenly became pandemic, with German personnel auctioning off whatever supplies
they controlled (including weapons) on the black market. 422
The armistice, which took effect on November 11, required German forces to
complete their evacuation of Vilna by December 31. In the intervening time, both they
and the civilian administration remained aloof from growing tensions over Vilna‟s
fate. While the Taryba struggled to turn itself into a functioning government, Polish
political parties refused to have anything to do with it, focusing instead on acquiring
arms. Meanwhile, Soviet proclamations started circulating, signed by communists
with connections to the Vilna area. More ominously, the Soviets had revoked the
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Treaty of Brest-Litovsk on November 13 and the Red Army had begun a slow advance
westward.423
Vilna‟s Jews found themselves caught between Poles and Lithuanians.
Wygodski, Rachmilewitz, and Rosenbaum joined the government of the nascent
Lithuanian state as individuals, but Jewish political parties for the most part declined
to participate until the new regime could establish its legitimacy through democratic
elections. The various parties – socialists, Zionists, and Orthodox, and others – did
manage to cooperate in holding elections for the democratic kehilah on December 25.
Growing public expression of antisemitism by local Polish nationalists caused concern
for the Jewish leadership, who feared it would lead to pogroms, but there was little
action the Kehilah could take to defend its constituency. 424
On January 1, complete chaos set in, as Poles and Lithuanians both claimed
Vilna for themselves. The chaos only lasted a few days; the Red Army arrived on
January 6 and seized control of the city. The Soviet presence prevented pogrom
violence against Jews, but Soviet economic policies only worsened inflation and
shortages. In fact, the confiscations and restrictions on free trade did not differ greatly
from Ober Ost‟s management of the economy. Jews also ceased to enjoy the civic
freedoms they had experienced under German occupation. The Kehila ceased to
function. With the exception of the Bundist Undzer shtime (edited by Max Weinreich),
the new regime shut down the new Jewish periodicals that had emerged over the
previous few years. 425
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The Soviet period, however, was brief. In April, a now well organized Polish
military effort, led by Józef Piłsudski, swept towards Vilna, capturing the city on the
19th. The Polish Legionaries and some locals proceeded to carry out a three-day
pogrom, killing about eighty Jews, beating or arresting many more, and plundering
Jewish homes and stores. Anger at real and perceived Jewish cooperation with the
Soviets – and to a lesser extent with the Lithuanians – contributed to this outbreak of
violence, part of a wave of pogroms that accompanied the reconstitution of the Polish
state. The theater critic A. Vayter, along with his roommates Shmuel Niger and Leyb
Yafe, Rabbi Rubinstein, and Shabad were all arrested. Vayter was executed and Niger
and Yafe came close to experiencing the same fate. Rubinstein and Shabad escaped
with beatings. 426
Despite this inauspicious beginning, however, Polish rule brought the
restoration of freedom and order. The Kehilah resumed its activities, the JDC was
once more able to send funds, and the local economy slowly began to revive. The new
regime held elections for City Council and, although members of the antisemitic
National Democratic party achieved a majority, Jewish candidates won fourteen out of
forty-eight seats. Jews experienced relatively little official antisemitism after April,
until the Red Army began to push back Piłsudski‟s forces in the early summer of
1920.427
The Polish army fled Vilna on July 13, 1920 and the Red Army arrived for the
second time the next afternoon. The second Soviet occupation was shorter and more
brutal than the first. It brought persecution of bourgeois elements, the nationalization
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of property, and general economic and civic repression. A month later, Piłsudski won
a decisive battle against the Red Army near Warsaw (the so-called “Miracle on the
Vistula”) and the tide of the war changed once more. The Red Army and the Soviet
commissars fled Vilna on August 28 and Lithuania immediately claimed control of
Vilna. Lithuanian rule raised Jewish hopes of full-fledged national autonomy and
brought the reopening of Jewish schools. However, tiny Lithuania was no match for
Polish military might. General Lucjan Żeligowski led a Polish military force into
Vilna unopposed on October 9. Technically Żeligowski‟s force was independent, but
really he answered to Piłsudski. 428
Like the previous Polish occupation, this one also began with anti-Jewish
violence, although not on the same scale. Polish troops killed eight Jews and raped
two Jewish women, but Żeligowski himself proved to have quite benign attitudes
toward Jews. He declared Vilna the capital of a new state, “Central Lithuania.” He and
Piłsudski hoped to somehow incorporate this polity into a federation with Poland,
meant to recreate the old Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. In practice, however,
Central Lithuania was no more than a puppet regime and in 1922 it was officially
annexed to Poland. The brief Central Lithuania period saw normalcy finally return to
Vilna. (The term normalcy was in fact coined a few years earlier by American
President Warren Harding.) The Jewish schools, newspapers, and other institutions
founded during the war resumed functioning, the economic activity resumed, and
Vilna once more took its place as a Jewish cultural capital. 429
Theory and Practice
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On the eve of World War I, Vilna was a city of ideas. It was the symbol of the
mitnagdic (i.e., non-Hasidic) ethos, the birthplace of Jewish socialism, the capital of
the Hebrew revival and the moderate haskalah, and a codeword among Yiddishists for
literary sophistication. It played a major role in the history of the Bund, Russian
Zionism, Agudat Israel, and the Folkist Party. Of course, it had competitors for all
these positions: Odessa, St. Petersburg, Warsaw, Kiev, Kovno, and, beginning in
1916, even Moscow. Yet even partisans of other cities rarely denied Vilna‟s symbolic
value. For Russian Jewry, Vilna represented the Jewish intellectual legacy, old and
new. While Vilna took on a larger-than-life quality as a symbol, it was also very much
the physical home to many important Jewish writers, thinkers, and rabbis.
Yet the ideas for which Vilna was famous remained distant from practice.
Vilna‟s intellectuals were devoted to teaching Judaism in modern ways, and in
combining the best of Jewish and general intellectual activity; yet Vilna had no
modern Jewish schools before World War I – at least not in the sense that the same
intellectuals understood the term. Bundists envisioned a new Jewish culture that could
develop after Revolution and Zionists spoke of Gegenwartsarbeit, but they managed
to do very little besides theorize.
World War I gave Jewish Vilna an opportunity to convert theory to reality. It
did so, in part, by smashing the old order. By marginalizing political and social
establishments – sometime quite literally by sending people and institutions running to
the Russian interior – the war leveled the playing field between old and new. The
ongoing humanitarian and economic crisis that, in Vilna, was the war‟s defining
feature, created a need for new forms of community and communal leadership that
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ultimately transformed the structure of Jew society. Finally, the replacement of Tsarist
tyranny with that of Ober Ost – despite the latter‟s illiberal and exploitative nature –
gave Jewish Vilna just enough freedom to undergo a cultural revival.
World War I as a Jewish Experience
This study began by posing the question of whether one can speak of a Jewish
historical experience of World War I. Another version of this question is: can the
wartime experience of Vilna Jewry be taken as representative of this period in Russian
or East European Jewish history, or even Jewish history as a whole? To answer this
question definitively would require comparison with a large and fairly comprehensive
body of secondary literature on the First World War in Jewish history, which, at this
time, does not exist. However, recent scholarship has produced many slices of this
history, making a few general observations possible.
First, there is the phenomenon of mass population movement. Mass flight
characterized the war throughout Eastern Europe, where the front moved rapidly over
vast distances; there were many fewer refugees in Western Europe, where the front
remained fixed for most of the war. Vilna found itself on both sides of population
movement: it was both home to thousands of refugees and a place from which
thousands fled. The expulsion of hundreds of thousands of Jews from the Pale of
Settlement, and the voluntary flight of tens of thousands more, fundamentally
destabilized Jewish society. The provision of relief for the refugees in the Russian
interior created a political shift very similar to what Vilna experienced. As in Vilna,
the influx of refugees to other places brought people into contact with one another
who otherwise would have been isolated, creating intellectual ferment of various
kinds. Moscow, for instance, was transformed almost overnight from a city on the
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periphery of Russian Jewish life to the center of a vibrant Hebraist cultural explosion
as Jewish refugees streamed into the city. 430 Similarly, cities such as Ekaterinoslav
became a gathering place for a large group of prominent rabbis who otherwise would
have had very little opportunity for personal interaction due to the nature of their
profession.431
While the refugee experience had few similarities to anything that occurred in
Western Europe, a parallel phenomenon occurred in the Habsburg provinces of
Galicia and Bukovina. Like the Pale of Settlement, these areas had large Jewish
populations that tended to be religiously traditional, poor, and Yiddish-speaking. Jews
fled these areas en masse during the Russian invasions; most of them arriving in
Vienna, Prague, and other major cities with much more acculturated Jewish
populations. These circumstances brought about similar mobilizations of relief effort,
social disruption, and exchanges of ideas. Meanwhile those who remained suffered
under repressive military rule, economic devastation, and the eroding of social
structures.432
A second common motif that the Vilna experience shared with those of other
Jewish communities was a move toward greater degrees of communal organization
and the democratization of communal politics. As in Vilna, many of these efforts grew
430
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directly out of attempts to provide relief to victims of the war. From the beginning of
the war, American efforts to raise funds for their brethren in Europe sparked a lively
debate about creating a democratically elected organ to represent the U.S. Jewish
community. Such an organ would replace or supplement the American Jewish
Committee, which, like the Tsedakah Gedolah, was dominated by a narrow oligarchy
of wealthy and politically conservative merchants and financiers. The pursuant
negotiations resulted in the formation of the American Jewish Congress in 1918.433
The Congress movement in the U.S. provided a model for Jews in other countries
during the war, although Vilna‟s leaders did not seem to have been directly influenced
by this example.
In Russia, under the Provisional Government, Jewish leaders took steps toward
planning an All-Russian Jewish Congress that would go on to be an officially
recognized organ of Jewish extraterritorial autonomy, although the Soviet government
prevented such a congress from taking place once it came to power. Toward the end of
the war, a similar effort took place in Austria, although it never quite succeeded.
While Zionists spearheaded this effort – as they did the American congress movement
– Orthodox and liberal Jews also tried to create their own institutions to unify Jews
throughout Austria. Vienna also saw a movement to democratize the Gemeinde
(similar to the Kehillah) in the final year of the war. The Jews of Prague, for their part,
set up a Jewish National Council in October 1918.434

433

Arthur A. Goren, New York Jews and the Quest for Community: The Kehillah Experiment, 19081922 (New York: Columbia University Press: 1970), 214-44.
434
Mordechai Altshuler, “ha-Nisayon le-argen kinus kelal-yehudi be-Rusiyah ahar ha-mahafekhah,” he„avar 12 (1965): 75-89; Rozenblit, 113-22, 144; Rechter 137-85.

278

In the German occupied territories, such attempts at organization beyond the
local level were nearly impossible. Little is known about Jewish internal politics in
other cities and towns of Ober Ost. In Warsaw, although there was not the same kind
of communal reorganization, both the Zionist and Folkist parties saw a rapid
expansion of their activities. Crucial to the agenda of both was the establishment of
Jewish autonomy on a democratic basis and, in this regard, the growth of these parties
also fits into a general emergence of a new kind of Jewish politics. 435 Even in Great
Britain, whose communal structures remained unchanged during the war, an important
shift occurred in that the Anglo-Jewish establishment began to support programs of
national autonomy for Jews in Eastern Europe. 436 Finally, the 1917 Balfour
Declaration, as well as the postwar guarantees of Jewish national rights found in the
Minorities Treaties signed by East European successor states, constituted official
recognition of Jewish national aspirations.
These various political trends all reflect a much broader pattern throughout
Europe, and especially Central and Eastern Europe, during World War I: the
strengthening of national identity at the expense of cosmopolitan and transnational
loyalties. Jewish Vilna experienced this trend not only in terms of politics, but also in
terms of society and culture. In many ways, World War I can be understood as a
nationalist moment. Nationalist feelings urged citizens to volunteer for military
service, fight, and make other sacrifices for war; much of the conflict stemmed from
the tensions produced by the system of nation-states; Serbian nationalism had a direct
effect on the war‟s outbreak. The war‟s end result was the expansion of the nation435
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state into East Central Europe, encouraged by Woodrow Wilson. In Austria-Hungary,
where the transition from Empire to nation-states was most pronounced, subjects
thought of themselves increasingly as members of ethnic nationalities that had little to
do with one another as the war progressed. 437
The German policy of encouraging local national movements in occupied
Eastern Europe was not limited to Vilna or Lithuania; it did the same in Poland and
Ukraine.438 In, Russia, as in the occupied areas, efforts to care for refugee populations
led national minorities (including Jews) to increase their sense of solidarity by
organizing their own relief organizations. Russia also tried to foment Ukrainian
nationalism against the Habsburgs in Galicia and Armenian nationalism against the
Ottoman Empire. (Similarly, the British, through T. E. Lawrence, famously attempted
to stoke an Arab revolt against the Turks as well.)
After the February Revolution in Russia, many national minorities began
clamoring for greater rights. Even the Bolsheviks, despite their internationalism and
their efforts to prevent the breakup of the Russian Empire, eventually chose to
structure their new state as a union of national republics, with a patchwork of smaller
units for various smaller ethnicities. The Soviets also pursued the policy of
korenizatsiia, or encouraging culture that was “national in form and Soviet in
content.” Thus, even in the one part of Europe where the nation-state did not triumph,
nationalism did.
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Chapter 4 of the present work, in exploring the efforts of Vilna‟s Jewish
intellectuals to commemorate World War I, sought to connect the significance of the
war to East European Jewish history with one of the major themes of the
historiography of the First World War: memory and memorialization. The
development of a new kind of national culture and politics among Vilna‟s Jews during
the war years also points to a connection between the experience of one portion of a
single city and broader historical patterns. In these regards, at least, the Jewish
experience of World War I fits into a historiographic picture of the war as a whole.

281

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Archival Collections
American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, New York
Record Group 1914-1918
Hoover Institution Archives, Stanford
Germany. Oberste Heeresleitung
World War I Subject Collection
YIVO Institute, New York
Record Group 10, Vilna Jewish Community Council
Record Group 22, OPE – Vilna
Record Group 29, Vilna, 1822-1940
Record Group 51, Sofia M. Gurevitch Gymnasium

Periodicals
ha-Zeman
Flug-blat
ha-„Am
Kurier wileński
Letse nays
Leben

Published Primary Sources
Abramovitsh, Hirsh. Farshvundene geshtaltn. Edited by Mark Turkov. Buenos Aires:
Tsentral farband fun poylishe yidn in Argentine, 1958.
An-sky, S. Der yudisher khurbn fun Poylen, Galitsye un Bukovina, fun tog-bukh 19141917. In An-sky, Gezamelte shriftn, vols. 4-6. Vilna: Ferlag “An-ski,” 19201925.
Berger, Julius. Die polnische Juden im Weltkrieg. Berlin: 1916.
– – –. Ostjüdische Arbeiter im Kriege ein Beitrag zur Arbeitervermittlung unter
Juden. Berlin: Sonderabdruck aus Volk und Land: jüdische Wochenschrift für
Politik, Wirtschaft, und Palästina Arbeit, herausgegeben von Davis Trietsch,
1919
Broydes, Yitshak. Vilna ha-tsiyonit ve-„eskaneha. Tel Aviv: 1929.

282

Bunimovitsh, Yisroel. Memuarn fun Yisroel Bunimovitsh. Vilna: Y. Levin, 1928.
Buloff, Joseph. Fun altn markplats. Tel Aviv: Farlag Y.L. Perets, 1995.
Chasanowitsch, Leon, and Leo Motzkin, eds. Die Judenfrage der Gegenwart:
Dokumenten-Sammlung. Stockholm: Judaa, 1919.
Dawidwoicz, Lucy S. From that Place and Time: A Memoir, 1938-1947. New York:
W. W. Norton & Company, 1989.
Dubnov, Simon. Simon Dubnov, Istoriia evreiskago soldata: ispoved‟ odnogo iz
mnogikh. Petrograd: Izdatel‟stvo “Razum,” 1918.
– – –. “Iz „chernoi knigi‟ rossiiskago evreistva: Materialy dlia istorii voiny 1914-1915
g.,” Evreiskaia starina 10 (1918): 195-296.
“Dokumenty o presledovanii evreev.” Arkhiv russkoi revoliutsii 19 (1928): 245-84.
Grodzneski, A. Y., ed. Vilner almanakh. Wilno: Ownt kurier, 1939. Reprinted with an
introduction by Isaac Kowalski. Brooklyn: Moriah Offset Co., 1992
Grodzienski, Hayim Ozer. Ahie„ezer: kovets igrot. Edited by Aharon Suraski. 2 vols.
Bene Berak: Netsah, 1970.
Gronemann, Samuel. Hawdoloh und Zapfenstreich; Erinnerungen an die ostjüdische
Etappe, 1916-1918. Berlin: Jüdischer Verlag, 1924.
– – –. Erinnerungen an meine Jahre in Berlin. Edited by Joachim Schlör. Berlin: Philo
& Philo Fine Arts GmbH, 2004.
Hindenburg, Paul von. Aus meinem Leben. Leipzig: S. Hirzel, 1920.
Hurvitsh, Shmuel. 30 yor bay der vakh fun der entviklung un organizirung fun dem
yidishn hantverker in Vilne. Wilno: 1933.
The Jews in the Eastern War Zone. New York: American Jewish Committee, 1916.
Jeshurin, Ephim H., ed. Vilne: a zamelbukh gevidmet der shtot Vilne. New York:
Wilner Branch 367 Workmen‟s Circle, 1935.
Kaplanowicz, Don.
er di Daytshn: bilder un
humoreskn. Vilna: Fareyn fun di Yidishe literatn un zshurnalistn in Vilne,
1921.
Katz, Bentsiyon. Zikhronot: hamishim shanah be-historiyah shel yehude Rusiyah.
Translated and edited by Barukh Kore. Tel Aviv: Hotsa‟at sefarim N. Tverski,
1963.
Klemperer, Victor. Curriculum vitae: Jugend um 1900. Vol. 2, Erinnerungen 1881 –
1918. Berlin: Siedler, 1989.

283

Kosovsky, Vladimir. The Destruction of the Jews in Russia. New York, n.d. Published
simultaneously in English, Yiddish, Russian, and French.
Das Land Ober Ost: deutsche arbeit in den verwaltungsgebieten Kurland, Litauen und
Bialystok-Grodno. Stuttgart and Berlin: Presseabteling Ober Ost, 1917.
Levi, Sali. “Aus meinen Erlebnissen bei den Juden in Russisch-Polen.” Monatsschrift
für Geschichte und Wissenschaft des Judentums 60, no. 1 (1916): 1-18.
Lita‟i, A. “Perek mi-„megilat ha-hurban.‟” Reshumot 2: 197-56.
Ludendorff, Erich. Meine Kriegserinnerungen, 1914-1918. Berlin: E.S. Mittler und
Sohn, 1921.
Lunski, Khaykl. Fun vilner geto; geshtaltn un bilder geshribn in shvere tsaytn. Vilna:
Farlag fun dem fareyn fun di Yidishe literatn un zshurnalistn in Vilne, 1920.
Magnes, Judah L., and A. M. Dushkin. Commission of the American Jewish Relief
Funds: Report to the Joint Distribution Committee. New York: Clarence S.
Nathan, Inc., 1917.
Rafes, Yulian I. Dorogami moei sud‟by: vostochnaia Europa, XX vek: shtrikhi zhizni v
vospominaniiakh vracha. Baltimore: VIA Press, 1997.
Ran, Leyzer. Yerusholayim de-Lite : ilustrirt un dokumentirt. New York: Vilner albom
komitet, 1974.
Ravage, M. E. The Jew Pays: Narrative of the Consequences of the War to the Jews of
Eastern Europe, and of the Manner in which Americans have Attempted to
Meet Them. New York: Alfred E. Knopf, 1919.
Regensburg, Joseph. Me-ha-hartsa‟ot veha-ne‟umim she-hirtseh Yosef Regensburg…
Vilna: Bet-defus “Ekspres,” 1930.
Reports Received by the Joint Distribution Committee of Funds for Jewish War
Sufferers. New York: 1916.
Reyzen, Zalmen, ed. Pinkes: far der geshikhte fun Vilne in di yorn fun milkhome un
okupatsye. Wilno: Di historish-etnografishe gezelshaft oyfn nomen fun Sh. AnSki z”l, 1922
Shabad, Tsemakh. Oytobiografye. Wilno: YIVO, 1935
Shabad, Tsemakh, ed. Vilner zamelbukh. 2 vols. Wilna: 1916-1918.
Shalit, Moyshe, ed. Oyf di khurves fun milkhomes un mehumes: pinkes fun gegnt
komitet “Yekopo” in Vilne (1919-1931). Vilna: Gegnt komitet “Yekopo,”
1931.
Tsharni, Daniel. A yortsendlik aza. Warsaw: Farlag “Kultur-lige,” 1922.

284

Warsahawsky, Oyzer. Shmuglars: a roman in dray teyln.
Wygodski, Jakub. In shturm: zikhroynes fun di okupatsye-tsaytn. Wilno: B. Kletskin,
1926.
Żydowski Centralny Komitet Oświaty. Shul-pinkes: Finf yor arbet fun tsentraln
bildungs-komitet, 1919-1924. Wilno: Ts.B.K., 1924.
Zweig, Arnold. Das ostjüdische Antlitz. Berlin: Welt-verlag, 1920.
– – –. The Case of Sergeant Grischa. Translated by Eric Sutton. New York: The
Overlook Press, 2002.
Secondary Sources
Altshuler, Mordechai. “ha-Nisayon le-argen kinus kelal-yehudi be-Rusiyah ahar hamahafekhah.” He-„avar 12 (1965): 75-89
– – –. “Russia and her Jews: The Impact of the 1914 War.” Wiener Library Bulletin 27
(1973-74): 12-16.
Aschheim, Steven E. “Eastern Jews, German Jews and Germany‟s Ostpolitik in the
First World War.” Leo Baeck Institute Yearbook 28 (1983): 351-65.
Bałaban, Mayer. “Wilno podczas wojny.” Nasz przegląd May 10, 1923: 2.
– – –. “Yehude Polin u-milhemet ha-„olam.” ha-Tekufah 14-15 (1922): 754-63.
Breuer, Mordecai. “Rabanim-doktorim be-Polin-Lita bi-yemei ha-kibush ha-germani
(1914-1918),” Bar-Ilan 24-25 (1989): 117-53.
Budnitskii, Oleg V., et al., eds. Mirovoi krizis 1914-1920 godov i sud‟ba
vostochnoevropeiskogo evreistva. Moscow: Rosspen, 2005.
Cesarani, David. “An Embattled Minority: The Jews of Britain during the First World
War.” In The Politics of Marginality: Race, the Radical Right and Minorities
in Twentieth Century Britain, edited by T. Kushner and K. Lunn, 61-81.
London: F. Cass, 1990.
Cohen, Israel. Vilna. Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1992.
Davidson, Jillian Vanessa. “A Secular Catastrophe” in Eastern Europe: The Great
War and the Reconstruction of Modern Jewish Memory. PhD diss., Jewish
Theological Seminary of America, 2004.
Eksteins, Modris. Rites of Spring. Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1989.
Eley, Geoff. “Remapping the Nation: War, Revolutionary Upheaval and State
Formation in Eastern Europe 1914-1923.” In Ukrainian-Jewish Relations in
Historical Perspective, edited by Peter J. Potichnyj and Howerd Aster, 205246. Edmonton: Canadian Institute of Ukrainian Studies, 1988.

285

Fussell, Paul. The Great War and Modern Memory. New York: Oxford University
Press, 1975.
Gatrell, Peter. Russia‟s First World War: A Social and Economic History. London:
Pearson Education Limitied, 2005.
– – –. A Whole Empire Walking: Refugees in Russia during World War I.
Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, Indiana Michigan
Series in Russian and European Studies, 2000.
Glaser, Stefan. Okupacja niemiecka na Litwie w latach 1915-1918. Stosunki prawne.
Lwów: Nakładem Redacji „Wschodu,‟ 1929.
Golczewski, Frank. Polnisch-jüdische beziehungen 1881-1922: Eine Studie zur
Geschichte des Antisemitismus in Osteuropa. Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner Verlag
GmbH, 1981.
Goldin, Semion. “Deportation of Jews by the Russian military command, 1914-1915.”
Jews in Eastern Europe (Jerusalem) 1 [41] (2000): 40-72.
– – –. Russkoe evreistvo pod kontrolnem tsarskikh voennykh vlastei v gody Pervoi
mirovoi voiny. PhD diss., Hebrew University, 2005.
Graf, Daniel W. “Military Rule behind the Russian Front, 1914-1917: The Political
Ramifications.” Jahrbücher für Geschichte Osteuropas 22 (1974): 390-411.
Von Hagen, Mark. “The Great War and the Mobilization of Ethnicity in the Russian
Empire.” In Post-Soviet Political Order: Conflict and State Building, edited by
Barnett Rubin and Jack Snyder, 34-57. New York: Routledge, 1998.
Heid, Ludger. Maloche, nicht Mildtätigkeit: ostjüdische Arbeiter in Deutschland
1914-1923. Hildesheim: Olms, 1995.
Holquist, Peter. Making War, Forging Revolution: Russia's Continuum of Crisis,
1914-1921. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2002
– – –. “What‟s so Revolutionary about the Russian Revolution? State Practices and the
New-Style Politics, 1914-21.” In Russian Modernity: Politics, Knowledge,
Practices, edited by David L. Hoffmann and Yanni Kotsonis. Hampshire, UK:
Macmillan, 2000.
Holzer, Jerzy and Jan Molenda. Polska w pierwszej wojnie światowe. Warsaw:
Wiedza Powszechna, 1973.
Kassow, Samuel. “Jewish Communal Politics in Transition: The Vilna Kehile 19191920.” YIVO Annual 20 (1991): 61-91.
– – –. “The uniqueness of Jewish Vilna.” In Vilniaus žydų intelektualinis gyvenimas iki
Antrojo pasaulinio karo, edited by Larisa Lempertiene, . Vilnius: Mokslo
aidai, 2004.

286

– – –. “Zalmen Reyzen un zayn gezelshaftlekh-politishe arbet 1915-1922.” Yivo
bleter: naye seriye 2 (1994): 67-98.
Katz, Jacob. Tradition and Crisis: Jewish Society at the End of the Middle Ages.
Translated by Bernard Dov Cooperman. New York: Schocken Books: 1993.
Katz, Jacob. “World War I - A Crossroads in the History of European Jewry.” Yad
Vashem Studies 27 (1999): 11-21.
Kauffman, Jesse. Sovereignty and the Search for Order in German-occupied Poland,
1915-1918. PhD diss., Stanford University, 2008.
Kazdan, Kh. Sh. Fun kheyder un “shkoles” biz “Tsysho:” dos ruslendishe yidntum in
gerangl far shul, shprakh, kultur. Mexico: Shloyme Mendelson fond bay der
gezelshaft far kultur un hilf, 1956.
Kel‟ner, Viktor. “The Jewish Question and Russian Social Life During World War I.”
Russian Studies in History 43, No. 1 (Summer 2004): 11-40.
Kiraly, Béla K. and Nándor F. Dreiszinger, eds. East Central European Society in
World War I. War and Society in East Central Europe, xix. New York:
Columbia University Press, 1985.
Klausner, Israel. Vilna: Yerushalayim de-Lita, dorot aharonim, 2 vols. Tel Aviv: haKibuts ha-me‟uhad, 1983.
– – –. Vilna: Yerushalayim de-Lita, dorot rishonim. Tel Aviv: ha- Kibuts ha-me‟uhad,
1989.
– – –. Toldot ha-kehilah ha-ʻivrit be-Vilnah. Jerusalem: 1969.
Kocka, Jürgen. Facing total war: German society, 1914-1918. Translated by Barbara
Weinberger. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1984.
Konic, Władysław. “Żydzi w legjonach (1914-1917).” In Żydzi w Polsce odrodzonej:
działalność społeczna; oświatowa i kulturalna, edited by Ignacy Schiper, A.
Tartakower, A. Hafftka, vol. 1, 542-550. Warsaw: Nakł. Wydawn. “Żydzi w
Polsce odrodzonej,” 1932-33.
Korzec, Paweł. “Antisemitism in Poland as an Intellectual, Social, and Political
Movement.” In J. A. Fishman, Studies on Polish Jewry 1919-1939. New York,
1974.
– – –. “Polish-Jewish Relations during World War I.” In Hostages of Modernization:
Studies on Modern Antisemitism, 1870-1933/39: Austria, Hungary, Poland,
Russia, edited by Herbert Strauss, 1022-37. New York: W. de Gruyter, 1993.
Kuznitz, Cecile. “An-sky‟s Legacy: the Vilna Historic-Ethnographic Society and the
Shaping of Modern Jewish Culture.” In The Worlds of S. An-sky: A Russian

287

Jewish Intellectual at the Turn of the Century, edited by Gabriella Safran and
Steven J. Zipperstein, 320-45. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2006.
– – –. “On the Jewish Street: Yiddish Culture and the Urban Landscape in Interwar
Vilna.” In Yiddish Language and Culture Then and Now, edited by Leonard
Jay Greenspoon, 65-92. Studies in Jewish Civilization 9. Omaha: Creighton
University Press, 1998.
Landau, Philippe E. Les
, 1914-1941. Paris : CNRS Éditions, 1999.
Lederhendler, Eli. “Democracy and Assimilation: The Jews, America, and the Russian
Crisis from Kishinev to the End of World War I” in The Revolution of 1905
and Russia's Jews. Ed. Stefani Hoffman and Ezra Mendelsohn. University of
Pennsylvania: 2008.
Lestschinsky, Jakob. “Fragen des ostjüdischen Wirtschaftslebens.” Der Jude, Jg 1
(1916) Nr 3, 160-165; Nr 4, 233-237; Nr 5, 298-300.
– – –. “Hurban Vilna,” in Virtshaft un leben (Berlin) 2-4, (Sept 1928 – Feb 1929).
Levene, Mark. War, Jews, and the New Europe: The Diplomacy of Lucien Wolf 19141919. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992.
Lewandowski, Jan. “Spoleczność zydowska Lublina w czasie I wojny światowej.”
Żydzi w Lublinie (1995): 113-41.
Lincoln, W. Bruce. Passage through Armageddon: the Russians in War and
Revolution, 1914-1918. New York: Simon and Schuster, 1986.
Lohr, Eric. Nationalizing the Russian Empire: The Campaign Against Enemy Aliens
during World War I. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2003.
– – –. “The Russian Army and the Jews: Mass Deportation, Hostages, and Violence
during World War I.” Russian Review 60, No. 3 (July 2001): 404-19.
Liulevicius, Vejas G. War Land on the Eastern Front: Culture, National Identity &
German Occupation in World War I. New York: Cambridge University Press,
2000.
Maclean, Pam. “Control and Cleanliness: German-Jewish Relations in Occupied
Eastern Europe during the First World War.” War and Society 6, No. 2
(September 1988): 47-69.
Matthäus, Jürgen. “German Judenpolitik in Lithuania During the First World War.”
Leo Baeck Institute Yearbook 43 (1998): 155-74.
Mendelsohn, Ezra. Zionism in Poland: The Formative Years, 1915-1926. New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1981.

288

Minczeles, Henri. Vilna, Wilno, Vilnius: la Jérusalem de Lituanie. Paris : La
Découverte, 1993.
Moss, Kenneth B. Jewish Renaissance in the Russian Revolution. Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 2009.
Mosse, George L. Fallen Soldiers: Reshaping the Memory of the World Wars. New
York: Oxford University Press, 1990.
Mosse, Werner E. and Arnold Paucker, eds. Deutsches Judentum in Krieg und
Revolution 1916-1923. Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr, 1971.
Nathans, Benjamin. Beyond the Pale: the Jewish Encounter with Late Imperial Russia.
Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002.
Prusin, Alexander Victor. Nationalizing a Borderland: War, Ethnicity, and antiJewish Violence in East Galicia, 1914-1920. Tuscaloosa: University of
Alabama Press, 2005.
Rappaport, Steven G. Jewish Education and Jewish Culture in the Russian Empire,
1880-1914. PhD diss., Stanford University, 2000.
Rechter, David. The Jews of Vienna and the First World War. Portland, OR: The
Littman Library of Jewish Civilization, 2001.
Roshwald, Aviel and Richard Stites, eds. European Culture in the Great War: The
Arts, Entertainment, Propaganda, 1914-1918. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1999.
Roskies, David G. Against the Apocalypse: Responses to Catastrophe in Modern
Jewish Culture. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1984.
Rozenblit, Marsha L. “The Dilemma of Identity: The Impact of the First World War
on Habsburg Jewry.” In The Habsburg Legacy: National Identity in Historical
Perspective, edited by Ritchie Robertson and Edward Timms, 144-57.
Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1994.
– – –. Reconstructing National Identity: The Jews of Habsburg Austria during World
War I. New York: Oxford University Press, 2001.
Safran, Gabriella. Gabriella Safran, Wandering Soul: The Dybbuk's Creator, S. An-sky
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, forthcoming, 2010).
Sandrow, Nahma. Vagabond Stars: A World History of Yiddish Theater. Syracuse:
Syracuse University Press, 1996.
Schuster, Frank. Zwischen allen Fronten: Osteuropäische Juden während des Ersten
Weltkrieges (1914-1919). Köln: Böhlau, 2004.

289

Shulman, Victor. “In di yorn fun der ershter velt-milkhome.” In Di Yidn in Poyln: fun
di eltste tsaytn biz der Tsveyter Velt-milkhome, vol. 1, 749-890. New York:
Komitet far der oysgabe “Di Yidn in Poyln,” 1946.
Silber, Marcos. “The Development of a Joint Political Program for the Jews of Poland
during World War I: Success and Failure.” Jewish History 19,2 (2005): 21126.
– – –. “Reshuyot germaniyot, reshuyot polaniyot ve-tiknun ha-kehilah ha-yehudit bamilhemet ha-„olam ha-rishonah.” Gal-Ed: On the History & Culture of Polish
Jewry 18 (2002): 173-83.
– – –. Hukei behirot be-Polin ha-kongresa‟it ba-milhemet ha-„olam ha-rishonah veyitsug ha-Yehudim be-mosedot ha-nivharim. Michael: On the History of the
Jews in the Diaspora 16 (2004): 143-64.
Slutsky, Yehuda. Ha-„itonut ha-yehudit-rusit be-me‟ah ha-„esrim, 1900-1918. Tel
Aviv: Insitute for Diaspora Research, 1978.
– – –. “Yahadut Rusiyah bi-shenat ha-mahapekhah 1917.” he-„avar 15 (1968): 32-55.
Snyder, Timothy D. The Reconstruction of Nations: Poland, Ukraine, Lithuania,
Belarus, 1569-1999. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003.
– – –. The Red Prince. The Red Prince: The Secret Lives of a Habsburg Archduke.
New York: Basic Books, 2008
Stein, Sarah Abrevaya. Making Jews modern: the Yiddish and Ladino Press in the
Russian and Ottoman Empires. Bloomington : Indiana University Press, 2004.
Stevenson, David. Cataclysm: The First World War as Political Tragedy. New York:
Basic Books, 2004.
Stone, Norman. The Eastern Front, 1914-1917. New York: Scribner‟s Sons, 1975.
Strazhas, Abba. Deutsche Ostpolitik im Ersten Weltkrieg: der Fall Ober Ost 19151917. 1993. Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1993.
Sukiennicki, Wiktor. East Central Europe During World War I. 2 vols. Boulder, CO:
East European Monographs, 1984.
– – –. “Ober Ost Land: Ludendorff's „Another Kingdom‟ (1915-1918): A Chapter
from History of the Territories between Germany and Russia during the First
World War.” Antemurale 22 (1978): 179-220.
Sverdlova, Mara, Yekopo veha-siyu„a le-nifga„ey ha-milhamah be-marts - oktober
1917. Shvut 13 (1988): 19-30.
Szajkowski, Zosa. “Concord and Discord in Jewish Overseas Relief.” YIVO Annual,
14 (1969): 99-158.

290

– – –. “The German Appeal to the Jews of Poland, August, 1914.” Jewish Quarterly
Review 59 (1969): 311-20.
– – –. “The German Ordinance of November 1916 on the Organization of the Jewish
Communities in Poland.” Proceedings of the American Academy for Jewish
Research 34 (1966): 111-39.
– – –. “Jewish Relief in Eastern Europe.” Leo Baeck Institute Yearbook 10 (1965): 2556.
– – –. Jews, Wars and Communism. New York: 1972.
– – –. “The Komitee für den Osten and Zionism.” Herzl Year Book 7 (1971): 199-239.
– – –. “The Struggle for Yiddish during World War I: The Attitude of German Jewry.”
Leo Baeck Institute Yearbook 9 (1964): 131-58.
Tauber, Joachim and Ralph Tuchtenhagen. Vilnius: kleine Geschichte der Stadt. Köln:
Böhlau Verlag, 2008.
Tych, Feliks. PPS-Lewica w latach Wojny, 1914-1918. Warsaw: Książka i Wiedza,
1960.
Valt, R. “Der kamf in der khevre „Mefitsey haskole‟ in Vilne 1915-1917.” Yivo-bleter
2, no. 1-3 (1937): 420-33.
Veidlinger, Jeffrey. Jewish Public Culture in the Late Russian Empire. Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 2009.
de Vidas, Albert. “The impact of World War I on the Sephardim of the Ottoman
Empire.” In Studies on Turkish-Jewish History; Political and Social Relations,
Literature and Linguistics; the Quincentennial Papers, edited by David F.
Altabé, Erhan Atay, and Israel J. Katz, 35-55. New York: Sepher-Hermon
Press, 1996.
Wall, Richard, and Jay Winter, eds. The Upheaval of War: Work, Family and Welfare
in Europe, 1914-1918. New York: Cambridge History Press, 1988.
Weeks, Theodore R. Nation and State in Late Imperial Russa: Nationalism and
Russification on the Western Frontier, 1863-1914. DeKalb, IL: Norther Illinois
University Press, 1996.
– – –. “Politics, Society, and Antisemitism: Peculiarities of the Russian Empire and
Lithuanian Lands.” In The Vanished World of Lithuanian Jews (2004): 45-59.
– – –. From “Russian” to “Polish”: Vilna-Wilno, 1900-1925. Washington, D.C.:
National Council for Eurasian and East European Research, 2004.
– – –. “The Transformation of Jewish Vilna, 1881-1939.” In Studies in Jewish
Civilization 16: The Jews of Eastern Europe (2005): 143-64.

291

Weindling, Paul. Epidemics and Genocide in Eastern Europe, 1890-1945. Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2000.
Winter, Jay. Remembering War: The Great War between Memory and History in the
Twentieth Century. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006.
– – –. Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning: The great War in European Cultural
History. New York: Cambridge University Press, 1998.
Winter, Jay, and Antoine Prost. The Great War in History: Debates and
Controversies, 1914 to the Present. Studies in the social and cultural history of
modern warfare; 21. New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005.
Winter, Jay, Geoffrey Parker, and Mary R. Habeck, eds. The Great War and the
Twentieth Century. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000.
Wołkonowski, Jarosław. Stosunki polsko-żydowskie w Wilnie i na Wileńszczyźnie
1919-1939. Bialystok: Wydawn. Uniwersytetu w Białymstoku, 2004.
Wróbel, Piotr. “The Twilight of Jewish Warsaw.” In The Jews in Warsaw: A History,
edited by Władysław T. Bartoszewski and Antony Polonsky, 278-90.
Cambridge, MA: Basil Blackwell, 1991.
– – –. “Wielka roszada. Syoniści warszawscy pomiędzy Niemcami a Rosją w czasie
pierwsiej wojny światowej.” In Żydzi Warszawy: materiały konferencji w 100.
rocznicę urodzin Emanuela Ringelbluma (21 listopada 1900 - 7 marca 1944),
edited by Eleonora Bergman and Olga Zienkiewicz, 159-92. Warsaw:
Żydowski Instytut Historyczny, 2000.
– – –. “World War One: A Turning Point in the History of Polish Jewry.” The Golden
Age and Beyond: Polish-Jewish History, edited by Jacques Kornberg, 36-47.
Toronto: University of Toronto, 1997.
Zechlin, Egmont. Die deutsche Politik und die Junen im Ersten Weltkrieg. In
collaboration with Hans Joachim Bieber. Göttingen: Vandenhoeck &
Ruprecht, 1969.
Zieliński, Konrad. “Polish-Jewish relations in the Kingdom of Poland during the First
World War.” European Journal of Jewish Studies 2, no. 2 (2009): 269-82.
– – –. “Polski i żydowski ruch robotniczy w Królestwie Polskim w latach I wojny
swiatowej.” Studia Judaica 7,1 (2004): 49-78.
– – –. “The Shtetl in Poland, 1914-1918.” In The Shtetl: New Evaluations, edited by
Steven T. Katz, 102-120. New York: New York University Press, 2006.
– – –. Stosunki polsko-żydowskie na ziemiach Krlólestwa Polskiego w czasie pierwszej
wojny światowej. Lublin: Wydawn. Uniwersytetu Marii Curie-Skłodowskiej,
2005.

292

– – –. “Stosunki polsko-żydowskie w Królestwie Polskim w czasie I wojny swiatowej
(na przykładzie działalnosci rad miejskich).” Kwartalnik Historii Żydów 206
(2003): 164-94.
– – –. “Świeckie życie kulturalno-oświatowe Żydów Królestwa Polskiego w czasie
pierwszej wojny światowej.” Studia Judaica 2, no. 1 (1999): 41-60.
– – –. “Życie codzienne Żydów w Lublinie w latach I wojny swiatowej.” Żydzi w
Lublinie II (1998) 205-239.
– – –. Żydzi lubelszczyzny, 1914-1918. Lublin: Lubelskie Towarzystwo Naukowe,
1999.
– – –. “Żydzi w instytucjach samorządu miejskiego i stowarzyszeniach
niewyznaniowych w Lublinie w latach I wojny swiatowej.” Żydzi i judaizm we
wspólczesnych badaniach polskich (1997): 267-80.
Zipperstein, Steven J. Imagining Russian Jewry. Seattle: University of Washington
Press, 1999.
– – –. “The Politics of Relief: The Transformation of Russian Jewish Communal Life
during the First World War.” In Studies in Contemporary Jewry, vol. 4, Jews
in the European Crisis, 1914-1921, edited by Jonathan Frankel, 22-40. New
York: Oxford University Press, 1988.

293

