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                                         JEWISH GHETTO 

  Jews have played a part in the history of Lithuania since the 14th century, lured to the region 

by tolerant Lithuanian Dukes seeking to make advancements in trade and culture. Jews first 

arrived as merchants, artisans, and traders, but soon evolved into an integral component of 

Lithuania's national identity. The very first documents mentioning Jews in Vilnius date back as 

early as 1567. At that time Jews did not have the right to purchase houses in the city, they could 

only rent them. Jews gained the 

right to own buildings in Vilnius 

only in 1593. Before that, they were 

allowed to reside in the lands which 

did not belong to the magistrate, so 

called jurisdiks. At the end of 16th - 

beginning of 17th centuries they 

were allowed to inhabit Jewish, Šv. 

Mykolo, and Mėsinių streets. The 

Jewish quarter was formed in the 

Old Town. Vilnius became the hub 

of Judaic religious culture in 

Europe, with over 110 synagogues, 

10 yeshivas, and was home to the 

famed Yiddish Institute of Higher Learning  and the Strashum Library, which housed the 

world's largest collection of Yiddish-language books. The city was known as the  "Jerusalem of 

the North". The streets from the west of Didžioji Street to Dominikonų and Vokiečių Streets 

were once the thriving heart of Jewish life in Vilnius from medieval times until the Holocaust. 

During the Nazi occupation of Lithuania, around 12,000 intellectual and unskilled members of 

the city’s Jewish community were segregated here in what was to become known as ‘the Small 

Jewish Ghetto’. It was liquidised by the Nazis in 1941. Following the liquidation of the Little 

Ghetto, the Nazi authorities constructed the Big Ghetto, which was made up of the Lydos, 

Rūdninkų, Mėsinių, Ašmenos, Žemaitijos, Dysnos, Šiaulių, and Ligoninės Streets. Around 

29,000 were imprisoned there, and they mostly massacred at Paneriai. The Big Ghetto existed 

from September 6, 1941 to September 23, 1943 when it was liquidated. Since Lithuania 

regained its independence from the Soviet Union in 1941, September 23 has since been 

declared The Day of Jewish Genocide in Lithuania. The Large ghetto was located between 

Rūdninkų, Mėsinių, Ašmenos, Žemaitijos, Dysnos, Šiaulių and Ligoninės streets. There were 

about 29 thousand people locked in this gehetto.The Vilna Ghetto was known for its intellectual 

and cultural spirit. The center of cultural life in the ghetto was the Mefitze Haskole Library 

which was called the "House of Culture". It contained a library holding 45,000 volumes, 

reading hall, archive, statistical bureau, room for scientific work, museum, book kiosk, post 

office, and sports ground. The Vilnius Ghetto was well known for its theatrical productions 

during World War II. Performances included poetry by Jewish Authors, dramatizations of short 

stories, and new work by the young ghetto people. The Ghetto Theatre was a great source of 

revenue and had a calming effect on the public. A total of 111 performances had been given by 

January 10, 1943 and a total of 34,804 tickets were sold. 


