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Ladies and Gentleman, 
Madames et Monsieurs

Several years ago two individuals came to my office in Vilnius at the Vilna Gaon State Jewish Museum and they've told me that they are travelling the countryside with the mine sweeper, in search for artifacts of some value. 
It was a rather trendy weekend occupation at the time, to look for treasures hidden in digholes or cellars across the country by using a piece of military equipment left by the Soviet army in Lithuania.
And they've indeed put on my desk  something they‘re able to find. It was  four dreidlach -- a Jewish Festival Hanukka spin-toys of XIX c.-- and a small longish piece of silver.
It had an engraving in Yiddish. The engraving said this is a medal for the youth boxing champion of Vilna Ghetto someone called Shneidmann, and the date was May 1943.  It was found in earth, my visitors told me, somewhere on the border of Lithuania and Bielorussia.

For me then this was barely conceivable that Ghetto inmates who were fed frozen horse -meat and burned potatoe peels could decide to stage a Youth boxing competition.  Let alone to award a silver medal, made apparently, from the tea spoon, and we know, by the way, that possesion of precious metals in Ghetto‘s was punishable by death. This was one of quite a number of astounding examples, this legendary medal, telling us -- across the times and into the XXI century – about the courage and dignity of Vilna Jews. 
Now, lets proceed along these lines of astonishing events documenting the state of mind of the Ghetto prisoners. The Vilna Ghetto librarian Hermann Kruk in his diaries notes that after each so called Akzion which is a deprotation of groups of Ghetto inmates to the murder sites, his library was packed with people who were trying to regain peace of mind by delving into books. The one hundred thousandth lending of the book from the library was celebrated by a cultural event of which a poster remained.
In fact, hundreds of posters, saved from the Vilna ghetto, which are now in possession of Vilna Gaon State Jewish Museum and Lithuanian State Archives bear witness of the lectures on philosophy and medicine, charitable events,, art exhibitions and late-night soirees devoted to fiction and poetry. The cultural exhibits and works of art were being hidden in Ghetto cellars (from the so called SS specialists)  for the normal life and cultural continuity after the war as it was hoped that Nazis will be defeated.  Abraham Sutzkever collected scraps of paper sheets and pencils for the 9 year old Samuel Bak –the Ghetto vunderkind -- , so the gifted boy may draw and develope into a real painter. 
In the words of actress Sima Skurkovitch from the theatre Maydim , which performed in the Vilna Ghetto:“The plays and songs were the expression of what was in our hearts, what we were experiencing-the killings, the horror of Ponar, our sorrow, our pain... They gave us the hope to survive." („The Spiritual Resistance in Vilna Ghetto“ By Rachel Kastanian. Vilnius,  VGSJM, 2002.)
Nothing was simple of the things which are normal in the free life of modern civilization. As it is witnessed by the Ghetto diaries, a considerable effort to create the Vilna Ghetto theatre run against the oppinion inside the Jewish Community that "a theatre in the cemetery", as the expression went, is a grotesque idea and an abomination. Nevertheless, the writers and actors established a theatre in Old town Ghetto quarters on Konska 3 which performed European an d local plays. From the repertoir sheet it can be seen that the David Pinsker's play in Yiddish Der Oytser (The Treasure) was performed three times during one month and Hermann Kruk, the Ghetto library director recorded in his diary that he can‘t believed his eyes that actors can play to the full house while the shootings in the neighbourhoods of Vilna are going on.  

The proceedings from the concerts sometimes were used to purchase not only food but also arms which were tried out in the cellars of the same Ghetto library. Some choose to escape the ghetto via underground tunnels of Vilna Canalization, some to remain and to join the Ghetto Fighters armed Underground.  And some of course did decide nothing at all and perished as ordinary human beings in a hopleless situation. All these choices of Vilna Ghetto inmates were humanly very costly, but resistance and human dignity proved to memorable some be more important than other considerations, such as threat to their life, and family ties. My19 year old  mother, for example didn‘t escape the ghetto as her lady teacher of Lithuanian language and literature suggested, because at the beginning of the war the family have decided, completely unrealistically, kep together despite all odds  -- to survive together or to die together. Now, if you wish to have the rare opportunity to see a fighting poet, a poet with the Schmeiser-a captured German machine gun, look at the old photographs of Vilna Ghetto poetas Aba Kovner and Abraham Sutzkever. However, it was a word as a main weapon for the writers and the Yiddish poems written in Ghetto or in hiding by Abraham Sutkever or other writer‘s of the Young Vilne movement, which continued to create art in Ghetto, bearing witness to the grotesque reality. The warm glass of tea gradually getting cold was compared in Sutzkever‘s poem to the still warm body of his expiring child. This came from the real event, this impossible realism. And this this tragic reality immediately producing a poem fauitfull to it, can be hardly implemented in human and esthetic terms in day-to-day regular life.   

The poem, written by the Young Vilna movement poet Zog nisht kein moll Az Du geist dem letctn Weg became one of the most widely known songs related to Holocaust known as the Song of the Jewish Resistance. In the XXI c, it is known not only to historians or to the Jewish Communities and in Israel and is performed not only on official Holocaust dasy events in Lithuania. Last time I heard it, Ladies and Gentleman, was in October this year performed  in Yiddish by a Japanese Christian Quire in Tokyo. The word outlived Hitler although it also has outlived the short life of its author from Vilna Ghetto Hirsh Glick.
And the Jewish resistance document from the Vilna Ghetto most widely known

is undoubtedly Abba Kovner‘s New Year of 1942 proclamation We will not go like the sheep to slaugher  which he read in Yiddish and Hebrew to the young Sionists of Hachalutz movement on Strashuno street Nr 2 caffeteria after he was informed what was reaslly going on in the killing site of Ponar and got finally rid of all illussions.
And most ample documentation about the spiritual state of ghetto people from the point of view of the inmate is provided by the Ghetto diaries. Most translated and most asmply used by the historians are the Vilna Ghetto diaries of Hermann Kruk and Grigorij Shur. There were also diaries by Marc Dvorzetsky. Zelig Kalmanovitch, the young Yitzhak Rudashevski and Abraham Sutzkever. It was a strong belief in the ghettos,. and not only in that particular one, that the Nation of the Book must record the  inconcievable crimes for all the humanity and the future generations.

There were prizes announced in Vilna Ghetto, as it is witnessed by the Ghetto librarian Herman Kruk in his notes for a short story, play and poetry. 

All this phenomenon of the Jewish Spiritual struggle against Nazi dehumanisation can be rightly called, I believe, the Spiritual resistance.

However, as I see it, it is wrong to cite and quote only the brilliant examples, creating a Panteon of the Spiritual Giants of the Holocaust. One, who has acquired a mature view of the past needs not, I dare say, to paint the lips of the dead. Only on the bacground of harrowing realities, of desolation and human degradation we can evaluate the heroic effort put by the Jewish people facing national and individual abyss. I can't forget one image from the Warsaw Ghetto captured on the documentary movie shot, made perhaps by the German officer in which two children five to eight years old, possibly brother and sister,  sit on the sidewalk with their back to the street lamp and the boy is apparently dead, and the girl, who is older, pushes him by the shoulder as if not allowing him to fall asleep or wanting him to wake up and looks in the eye of the camera and in the faces of passers by desperately hoping  somebody would notice her situation.  As far as I could see, nobody cared except for the impassionate eye of the camera. 
To conclude, I believe the Cultural resistance of Ghetto Jews and all other Jews in the Ghettos was, yes, a part of general anti-Nazi Resistance, and the Jewish partisans –Ghetto escapees--  fought shoulder to shoulder with other members of 
Anti-Nazi alliance. At the same time the challenges and the choices and the overall situation of the Jews under Nazi occupation greatly differed from other Nations and their acts of Resistance or, rather, the motives had their specifics, comparing to the other forms of resistance.  This was not the case which we can see for example,  in the classical war-time movie Hollywood movie Casablanca, when at the bar Nazis start their song and French try to overcome them with the Marselesse. This is a clishe but I need here to repeat that the Jews were in the most extreme situations of all individuals under the Nazi occupation except, perhaps,, sometimes, the Soviet pisoners in the POW camps in Lithuania. The Ghetto inmates had a particular motivation to fight against the degrading barbarity of Nazis. One of the formations of Jewish partisans in Lithuania and Bielorussia was called the Avenger. However, if I dwell on the issue of Jewish Condition under the Nazis I’l need to wider the topic, engaging into a theme of a Uniqueness of Holocaust and this is outside the frames of this talk.
I will conclude with a small passage from an introduction by Martin Gilbert from the book Spiritual resistance in Vilna Ghetto, which was published by Lithuania’s Jewish Museum  some 10 years ago:

 "These are the stories -- often poignant in their intensity--of a community that struggled amid terrible hardships, dangers and the ever present threat of death, to retain its humanity, its zest for learning and education, its striving for normality amid grotesque abnormality, and above all its humanity-- its Jewish soul."
Merci and 

Thank you for your attention.
Other readings: Vilna Ghetto Posters. VGSJM, Vilnius, 2005
