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Tel Aviv,
20. 10. 2015

RECLAIMING THE JEWISH HERITAGE IN LITHUANIA TODAY 
(SOME REMARKS FROM THE PERSPECTIVE OF LITHUANIA‘S 
STATE JEWISH MUSEUM)
Madame President,
Foreign Minister Linkevichus,

Captains of Bussiness and Industry of Lithiania and Israel,

Your Excelencies,

Ladies and Gentlemen, 
My name is Markas Zingeris, I‘m a Lithuanian writer and and journalist, and a head of Lithuania‘s Vilna Gaon State Jewish museum. Further on I‘l simply call it The Jewish Museum.
I‘l make a short overview here of historical background of Museum‘s work which is necessary, I think, if you wish to understand the challenges we face.   This is an institution with a mission to preserve, collect, document and exhibit creative life, facts and artifacts of Lithuanian Jewry.  And our main challenge is to try to deepen understanding of the humanity and widen worldview of different groups of visitors in Lithuania, who mostly have been for a very long time closed off from the open societies of the Western world and exposed to totalitarian and/or nationalistic indoctrination.

-----------------------------

 One summer a year or two ago, I sat in a Vilnius cafee with an Israeli, a son of  Jeshua Latzman, a late Lithuanian Jewish poet who wrote and published  in Yiddish. Latzman Junior recalled for me a brief dialogue of 1945 between two collegues -- his father and Abraham Sutzkever, a great poet and a Vilna ghetto prisoner. This was a post-War Vilnius, when ruins still reeked of squalor, powder and smoke, when even salt and kerosene/keresi:n/ were often available on the black market only and creative work was already difficult, particularly, for those, writing in Yiddish. as almost all of their pre-War audience was annihilated in Holocaust. The iron grip of censorship was already felt. Even the writer‘s Shmerke Katcherginsky‘s publication in Lithuanian Communist Party daily Tiesa-which was a local twin of Moscow‘s Pravda-  about mass-killing in Ponary was discontinued. Then and later on Communists didn‘t like to dwell on Hitler‘s racist policy. So,  some of the Jewish writers and artists -- Holocaust survivors -- have decided to leave, and some-to stay under Soviets, still hoping it will get better.  Sutzkever was already leaving for Israel and he remarked to his friend, in the mode of their casual  black humour: „There is nothing for us here, I‘l tell you, Latzman. If you stay here, a day may come, when you will not be able even to find a rope to hang yourself!“
Nevertheless, it should be noted, in the following post-Holocaust years there was a wave of Jewish cultural activity by the remaining Jewish community; in Vilnius and Kaunas, a concert followed a theatre show; historian Atamukas in his „The Way of Lithuanian Jews“ gives us an unusal number of 60 public Jewish cultural events in Kaunas and Vilnius in 3 years even still under Stalin, who, as historians sugggest, was suspicious of the Jews. But soon, the Jewish Museum of Lithuania, established by surviving Ghetto intelligentsia,  and even the last Yiddish speaking kindergartens were closed. Latzman was thrown out of the Lithuanian Writers‘ Union and later even tried and sentenced for „slander against the founders of USSR“ on the ground of dennunciations by his so called indignant neighbours. (He left for Israel in late fifties where he continued to publish in Yiddish and where he died.) And he, of course, was not the only one of Jewish writers arrested and sentenced in Vilnius by the Regime. The Yiddish poet Osherovitch was another well-known case.
At the time a number of  Jewish writers and painters in Vilnius, who survived Holocaust (such as Rosenthal and  Chvolles, and very young Sam Bak)  decided to leave the country. The remaining artists realized that  the hopes to re-create and re-establish a thriving Yiddish culture in USSR were just  a pipe dream.  Holocaust dealt a fatal blow to the Jewish Heritage in Lithuania, with its widespread lootings and confiscations of Jewish Cultural assets and of course the annihilation of the users of the language and creators of these values themselves.
And even before the Nazis came, the Jewish institutions, such as YIVO—the Research institute-- (now based in New York) and the educational network in ivrit, and mass-circulation Jewish press, and political establishment were destroyed, closed, disbanded and repressed --all during the first 2 years of Soviet Occupation prior to WWII. After the war, the remains of Jewish culture were neglected almost up to the end of XX century.
The initial recognition by the State of Lithuania that the Jewish Heritage is a national asset came during Perestroika  in 1988, when a Society for the Support of Jewish Culture was established by Vilnius‘s University postgraduate student Emmanuelis Zingeris under a patronage of Lithuanian Geographer and Political activist prof. Cheslovas Kudaba, and a major Exhibition of applied and professional arts by Jewish artists from XVIII to XX c. was arranged by this group, as a result, in prestigious National museums in Kaunas and Vilnius. Lithuania‘s TV channel One even featured a 90 min. documentary then, about the visit by Communist Party‘s Central Committy  officials to this exhibition. This was a landmark and a break-through. People came, bringing falimlies, to see the exhibition from as far as Tajikistan. One of the first visitors was an Israeli, as far as I can recall,  a city mayor of Telaviv-Mr. Basok who came with a group of Israelis and who left his emotional inscription in our Guest books where we already had exited comments in a number of languages from the Soviet Jews, Lithuanians and nations of USSR. 

Next year there was a Government decree about re-establishment of the Jewish Museum of Lithuania, closed under Stalin. 

---------------------

If one of the first Decrees of the new era in Lithuania was re-establishment of the Jewish Museum then one of the last, from this perspective, is the decree, in the current October, about applying the State Protection status to six of the remaining synagogues in Lithuania, including the still acting tsarist- era synagogues in Vilnius and Kaunas.
The main achievement of cultural activists in this field, both of proffesionals and NGO‘s  (such as the Jewish Community of Lithuania, which is increasingly active recently in public domain) during the years since Independence, in my view, is that Lithuanian Jewish Heritage is gradually recognized as a part and an important fact of a mainstream hisory of Lithuania by the decision -makers in cultural politics and activists in cultural field. 
We have our problems and challenges, but also some progress,  when we try to reconcile two understandings, which are sometimes called the   Lithuanian Narrative and Jewish Narrative of the same event in history.
We have changes and inclusion of fragments of Lithuanian Jewish history in educational network‘s textbooks, we have some progress in marking sites of Holocaust or General Jewish History (as Herzl plague in Old City, State support for the Museum, annual Jasha Heifetz festivals, etc.; „Joint“ stone or Street Name in Panevėžys) and in academical approaches towards the History of Lithuanian Jews. ; and some deeper understanding in the press („On Destruction of Jewish Cemetaries“ in July at Liet rytas web-site) while dealing with all of the Heritage issues, but we also have from time to time drawbacks and  mistakes.(Say, as far as I can recall, wholesale rehabilitation of individuals sentenced under the Soviets with a war criminals among them in 1993, refusal of township in the Northern Lithuania to put a sign or stone  to honor the designer of the Sionist and Israeli flag,  narrow-minded publication by one member of Parliament from Conservative party about the economic achievements of Germany under Hitler, the controversy in Shauliai about the highway when a mass grave of several hundred of shooting victims was discovered-this one was finally resolved.)
 --- -- -- --
There were two inspiring initiatives about the Jewish cemetaries and the sites of mass-shootings in the first years since Lithuanian independence, as local activists, army and NGO‘ cleaned up and put in order tens of cemetaries were the Jewish commnities were no more,. In the beginning of this millenia, it was an initiative of Lord Janner and British Embassy in Vilnius, with Lithuanian NGO‘s of putting roadside arrows to Holocaust-crime sites across the country. The work with Heritage requires responsibility, understanding and subtlety as friction sometimes occurs between the needs of the fast expanding urban centers and the objects of Heritage such as old cemetaries and sites of mass- killings. (*Such was a controversy recently regarding the plans to build on the place of Shnipishkes (Piermont in Yiddish useage) cemetary. But I hope compromise will be found.) 
However, the imediate concern of the Vilna Gaon State Jewish Museum are not the cemetaries, maintenance of which are not in the field our activity, though we have fragments of some 18 ancient tombstones in our deposits, but  the Nazi crime- sites, related to Holocaust in Lithuania. We‘ve published a Holocaust Atlas of sites of mass-killings across Lithuania, which can be ordered online, and our immediate concern at present is one of the biggest sites of Nazi crime in the German occupied territory to the East of rivers Nieman and Bug – that is Ponary in the vicinity of Vilnius, which became the metaphor for horrifying attrocities against the Jews in WWII in Lithuania. It was transfered from Vilnius municipality to the Museum recently. 
Ladies and Gentlemen, At present The Vilna Gaon State Jewish  museum  keeps and exhibits  more  than 32 thousand items, collected during last twenty years. This is proffessional art, artifacts, iconography  and documents which present a Panorama of Jewish Life in Lithuania during  several centuries.We‘re proud that we were able to collect say, the Decalogue-- an artifact, called the Tora shield crafted in the 18 century by the Vilnius silversmith for the Great Vilna Synagogue, which had enough room  under its roof  for 3.500  people; 
Or the huge model of Vilnius-city, made by the team of 40 Vilna Ghetto inmates under most unusual circumstancies; and we‘ve recorded memories of some of them--  about this outstanding work. 
Or the unique Vilna Ghetto boxing youth championship medal crafted (it is our guess) clandestinely from table silverwear since all the valuables of Jewish Families were confiscated by Nazis and you could get shot or hanged for keeping objects of gold or silver. 
And a great number of creative work and unique artifacts such as Vilna Ghetto posters, which are telling  stories about flourishing culture, of heroism of the Lithuanian Jews in extreme situations, and crafts and talents of Litvaks which otherwise would be lost to the flow of time.
The  Jewish Museum of Lithuania is committed to remain a vibrant living institution. We are working for local, European and world -vide audience; for Jewish and Israeli but also, say, for Japanese visitors.  Our aquisitions during the last one -and a half- years include such artists of Litvak origin as American prominent artist of the mid-20 c, Ben Shahn, Mark Chagall, Max Band, Theo Tobias, Jokūbas Kozlovsky ( there is, besides, a museum in Spain in his name). Our discovery was Cornelia Gurlitt, unfortunately related to family of  infamous Nazi collectioneer Gurlitt. And  she was a talented but forgotten young German expressionist with a Jewish ancestry, literally in love with Jewish Vilna as she served there as a nurse in German hospital during WWI.(We were donated by a gallery owner in Germany 16 of her newly discovered works, the others are kept in Art Museum in Basel and by private collectioneers in Germany.) 
We exhibit Israeli artists of Litvak background as well and we cherish our relationships with Israeli institutions, especially with Yad Vashem, as we exchange and check up information while we supply the annual list to Lithuania‘s President‘s Chancellery for the Righteous among nations awards (that is for families and individuals who saved the Jews under the Occupying Nazi Regime in Lithuania). 

Together with the other Jewish Museums of Europe we host International exhibitions which show the history of the Jews in  European countries and other diaspora countries: Spain, Scotland, Poland, Turkey, Morocco.  Our immediate activities try to correct by the means available, some of the wrongs done to Lithuanian Jewish culture by the previous Communist regime and to fill the huge cultural gap left by Holocaust in Lithuania. At the same time  we‘re closely in touch with educational demands of a fast-changing society.
 And we‘re not to remain hostages to the Past. Future shapes our vision and our modern-day target groups influence means and forms of communication.  I‘l tell you, the Jewish message from Lithuania is getting through!
Ladies and gentlemen! At present we‘re trying to collect the dispersed Litvak heritage from across the globe and it is in our plans to open two museums in Vilnius as branches  of our institution -  Museum of the artists Samuel Bak (who creatively works in USA) and  of Raphael Chvoles (who died in Paris at the turn of the century). 

And we‘ve accepted the responsibility to re-arrange the outdated Ponary Memorial, tredding a fine line between the demands of modern education and museology and the Jewish (Halakhic) tradition to show utmost respect for the dignity of the dead. We have plans and projects and some State support and have already conducted an international architectural contest to maintain and develop this historical crime-site for the visitors around the globe. 

A separate branch of our museum in downtown Vilnius is to become a Museum of the Litvak Talent –this is Success Storis of the World Stars of Lithuanian-Jewish background – and the background will be displayed in detail-- planned to open in 2019. 

Ladies and Gentlemen,

To conclude, I wish to show you a little video created by another Israeli institution, Museum of the Diaspora (which is Beith Hatsufot)  for the Vilna Gaon State Jewish Museum; a lovely gift, related to Jewish Vilnius. It was created using the hand-made model of the Great Vilnius Synagogue which is no more. There, as you may know, one of the brightest luminaries of Jewish past, Vilna Gaon used to pray.
Thank you for your attention!
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