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Bund. The General Jewish Worker’s Union
of Lithuania, Poland and Russia (Algemey-
ner Yidisher Arbeter Bund in Lite, Poyln un

Rusland) was founded in Vilnius in 1897.
The goal was the federation of all of the
Jewish workers in Eastern Europe and the
recognition of a Jewish Nation in Russia.
The secular socialist party selected Yiddish
as the Jewish National language. Many Yid-
dish literary figures, translators and pub-
lishers considered themselves members

of the Bund.
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Romm Printing House. The Romm family
had been active as printers and publish-
ers in Vilnius since the end of the 18th
century. In the 19th century their print-
ing house was the largest in Eastern
Europe. Beginning in the 1870s they took
the name Defus haAlmanah ve haAhim
Romm (the Publisher of the Widow and
the Brothers Romm), which is still known
to this day. Originally they exclusively
printed religious texts such as the com-
plete Babylonian Talmud. They then
expanded to include texts of the Jewish
Enlightenment (Haskalah) and secular lit-
erature. The publishing house existed in
Vilnius until 1940. After the Soviet Occu-
pation, the printing house continued as a
communist operation.
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Yung Vilne. Zalman Reyzen, editor of the
Vilner tog, established an artist’s circle in
October 1929 called Yung Vilne. As the
name implies young poets, writers and art-
ists regularly presented themselves and
their work in service to the promotion of
Jewish culture, addressing primarily the
struggles of the working class. Their avant-
garde proclamation was a new way of life
and a new self-awareness as Jews. Khayim
Grade, Shimshom Kahan, Perets Miranski,
Avrom Sutzkever, Elkhonen Vogler, Leyzer
Volf and Moyshe Kulbak were active
members. The circle disbanded with the
German occupation. Many members were
murdered, others such as Avrom Sutzkever
fought as partisans in the resistance.
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Yiddish. This language, which developed
out of Middle High German with elements
of Hebrew, Aramaic, Romanian and Slavic
languages, has been spoken by Middle
and Eastern European Ashkenazi Jews for
more than 1,000 years. The Mameloshn,
the mother tongue, was and is inseparable
from the Vilna Jewish community, which
until the 1930s constituted one third of
the Vilnius population. Yiddish developed
there - as well as in the Polish, Lithua-
nian and Ukrainian regions, such as Galicia
and Bukovina - as the everyday, academic,
educational, literary, and later also as

the scientific language. Vilna served as a
center of “Yidishkeyt”, comparable to the
Warsaw Kehilah (Community) in its endow-
ment of Jewish identity.
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Vilna
You are a psalm, formed from clay and iron.

Every stone becomes a prayer and hymns — every wall.
When Moonlight flows in the Kabbalah of the streets |...]
You are a dark amulet, composed in Lithuania,
With worn writing, covered in moss and lichen,
Every stone a book ...
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Isaac Bashevis Singer (1902-1991). Born

in Radzymin (near Warsaw), Poland, to
Chassidic parents, Singer’s life’s work
concerned tradition and social reality in
the Yiddish world. These were essential
themes of his literary work. Beginning in
1923 he worked for the Literarishen Bleter
and soon after he produced his first trans-
lation from German (Thomas Mann’s Magic
Mountain, 1930). His first novel, Der sotn in
Goray (Satan in Goray), was published

in 1935, the same year he immigrated to
the United States. Singer was awarded

the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1978, the
first and only Yiddish speaking writer to
receive this honor.
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Isaac Reis alias Moyshe Nadir (1885-1943).

The East Galicia-born Yiddish poet and
humorist Isaac Reis, who later immigrated
to the USA, wrote countless pieces under
the pseudonym Moyshe Nadir. He wrote
of his impressions and experiences of

the immigrant generation. In addition to
poems, novels, short stories, essays and
feuilletons, he published countless book

reviews in various Yiddish periodicals.

He translated The Sunken Bell by Gerhart

Hauptmann for Kletskins Vilner farlag.
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Eliahu-Jankev Goldschmidt (1882-1941/42).
Renowned in his hometown of Vilnius

for his profound linguistic and historical
knowledge, he served as one of the most
important translators for the Farlag Tomor.
Along with translations from Hebrew (Reu-
beni 1927) and French (two Balzac Novels),
he translated Salomon Maimon from Ger-
man into Yiddish in 1927. He was intended
to translate Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason
in 1938, but he was unable to do so. During
the German occupation he was forced to
inspect the Jewish book inventory in Vil-
nius. Shortly thereafter he was murdered.
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Max Weinreich (1894-1969). Weinreich,
who was raised in a German and Rus-
sian-speaking home completed his study of
linguistics in St. Petersburg in 1912 before
coming to Vilnius, where he became
involved in Yiddish through the influence
of the Bundists. In 1925 he founded YIVO
along with Elias Tcherikower (1881-1943)
and Nokhem Shtif (1879-1933) and oversaw
the Department for Linguistics, Literature
and Folklore. Between 1936 and 1938 he
translated Sigmund Freud'’s Introduction to
Psychoanalysis into Yiddish. After his immi-
gration to the USA, he led YIVO in New
York beginning in 1940.
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Falk Heilperin (1876-1945). A teacher
of Hebrew and Yiddish in Minsk, Heilp-
erin was also a translator for the pub-
lishing houses Tomor and Kletskin in
Vilnius. In 1929 he translated four works
by Schiller: Fiesco’s Conspiracy at Genoa,
Wiliam Tell, The Maid of Orleans, and
Intrigue and Love.
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Sh. Dorman. Little is known of the man
who translated Karl Marx into Yiddish.
Dorman began translation in 1937 with The
Poverty of Philosophy, written by Mark in
1847 as an answer to Proudhon’s Philoso-
phy of Poverty. According to his own tes-
timony Dorman was assisted by recent
French translation (1937) and also by
Edward Bernstein and Karl Kautzky’s 1913
edition. In the same year Dorman began to
translate Marx’ A Critique of Political Econ-
omy into Yiddish. Both works were pub-
lished by the Farlag Tomor in 1939.
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Mendl Elkin (1874-1962). The St. Peters-
burg dentist, who founded the Yiddish
Kamar Theater and performed there him-
self, moved to Warsaw in the 1920s to
serve as President of the Jewish Theatri-
cal Actors. In 1923 he and his wife Esther
immigrated to the USA. In 1925 he trans-
lated Max Nordaus’ Two Worlds into Yid-
dish for the Vilner farlag. In 1938 he worked
in the New York Branch of the Vilna-based
YIVO as a librarian.
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Ghetto Library (1941-1944). The Ghetto
Library opened in 1941 in the space of the
Mefitze Haskole (Association for the Spread
of the Jewish Enlightenment/Haskalah)

at Strashun Street 6. Only a few months
after its opening it lent its 10,000th book.
Herman Kruk (1897-1944) who docu-
mented daily life in the Vilna Ghetto in

his posthumously published Diary, man-
aged the library, which quickly became the
cultural heart of the Ghetto. For particu-
lar titles there was a long waiting list, for
example for Tolstoy’s War and Peace, one
of the most commonly read books of the
Ghetto. In September 1942 the library had
a collection of over 39,000 titles according
to Kruks documentation. Besides the reg-
ular visited reading rooms and a Ghetto
archive, the building contained a shelter
for a training camp for the Jewish resist-
ance FPO (Fareynikte Partizaner Organ-
izatsye) including a small arms depot in
the basement.
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Strashun Library. A library of count-

less Hebrew manuscripts and books was
founded from the estate of the learned
Vilna Rabbi Mattisyahu Strashun (1817-1885).
The library collection increased to 35,000
works by 1930. With the German Occu-
pation the Strashun Library, like YIVO,
came under the management of the so
called “Einsatzstab Rosenberg.” Count-
less works were taken to Germany along
with the holdings of YIVO and other
Vilna libraries. In March 1945 American
troops discovered parts of the collection
and sent them to New York in 1947 to be
maintained by YIVO.
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YIVO - Dos Yidisher Visnshaftlekher
Institut (The Jewish Academic Institute).
In August 1925 a group of Yiddish-speak-
ing intellectuals from Vilna, New York and
Berlin met in Berlin. Their common inter-
ests formed the foundation of the Yidisher
Visnshaftlekher Institut, known as YIVO.
Vilna, as the Jewish intellectual center of
Eastern Europe became the headquar-

ters (Wiwulski Street 18). Branches were
established in Berlin and New York. The
academic pursuits highlighted social struc-
tures and educational questions, culture
and language as well as the economic situ-
ation of the Jews of Eastern Europe. A few
months after World War Il broke out, the
headquarters was moved to New York. In
1941 the Vilnius YIVO building was raided
by German occupying forces and the
Institute for the Research of the Jewish
Question was established under the man-
agement of the “Einsatzstab Rosenberg”.
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Oykh zeyer a groyser khuts alts iz in
dem bukh gegebn a balerndiker beyshpil
vi emeser dorsht nokh visn iz goyver alts

menies un vi di denkungskraft ken in
a mentshlekhn geyst zikh antviklen afilu

unter di drikndikste umshtendn ...

The Book gives an impressive example
of how a real thirst for knowledge
conquers every antagonism and how
the energy for independent thinking
can also develop in people under trying
circumstances ...
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