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The Report



15th October, 2004

The first Jews in Lithuania were noted in 997 year, by a passer-by bishop Adalberto, who was sent also as one of the missionary to convert Lithuanians into Christianity. It is also mentioned in Kaunas history chronicle, that there were Jews in Lithuania already in 1046. In the first half of the XIVth century, Volyne was annexed to Lithuania Grand Principality, and the number of Jews increased. And already in the end of the XIVth century, the Lithuanian Grand Duke Vytautas moved from Krymas into city Trakai part of Krymas Jews ad Karaims together with Krymas Tatars slaves. During the years 1388-1389 the Duke Vytautas made as a present to the Jews a row of cities in his Principality charter, in such a way assuring them the status of free citizens and also the free practice of their religion. He also guaranteed them the defense of their lives and their property. The Duke Vytautas let the Jews do trading and handicrafts. Already in those days the Jews could have their own local courts and judges, as according to the canons of Judaism they had to live in the diaspora the special life appointed by God to them, i.e. strictly follow the traditions and canons of Judaism. Thus the first Jewish community- Kahalo formed.


Already in the XVIth century some of the communities (Kahalo) got the recognition as separate administrative institutions, having their own courts and rabbinates. In front of the communities (Kahalo) stood monitors, who were supervising the collection, and also represented the community in civil relationships with foreign-born and state institutions. Rabbi performed a function of a teacher and judge. The most important life axis of the Jewish community (Kahalo) was the confession of Judaism that has not changed through all four thousand years of the Jewish history. The basis was Torah the holy script, later Talmud. Talmud is the commentary of Torah in which, we can find the Family Law, the Civil and the Crown Law, the rules of life of Jews, the ethics norms, Kabala and other. Strictly following the canons of Judaism the Jews in Diaspora, for the needs of the community were building: mikvas, synagogues, kosher canteens, funeral houses and cemetery, hospitals, lodgments, religious schools. To keep the traditions the Jews lived in separate sections of the cities and towns.

In the XVIII-XIX century when Lithuania was divided by czarist Russia into several vicinities, i.e. into Kaunas and Vilnius, the life of the Jews in Kaunas vicinity started apace grow, and they were let settle in the jurisdiction of King Palace. Then the Jewish Community (Kahalo) from the selected donations were building mikvas, synagogues, hospitals and the lodgments of children. Between the XVIII and XIX century the first complexes of buildings were built in Kaunas vicinity in the oldtown of Kaunas, needful for Jewish community (Kahalo) according to the internal of Judaism canons. One of the biggest synagogues was built in 1872 and is still working – it is the Kaunas Choral „Ohel Jakov“ synagogue, situated in Ozeskienes street 13, Kaunas, which gave the impulse for the expansion of the city and the old town. About 48 synagogues and chapels were working in Kaunas city and county in the middle of the XXth century.

After retrieving the independence in 1919, Kaunas started developing quickly. The constructions, trading, production and handicrafts were developing. The big contribution for this development had the business men of Jewish nationality, manufacturers, craftsmen, traders, lawyers, doctors. The number of the Jews in Lithuania cities and towns made about 60 percent of all the Lithuania habitants.

In the 1925-1926 year after constrainedly abolishing the old Jewish community- Kahalo, the Jews were slivered into separate national organizations, i.e. various fellowships and religious communities. 

In the same year The “National Jewish Communities Law“was legislated, which derogated from the Jews believers rights. The laws and instructions were legislated, in which it was indicated how to elect rabbi, how to elect the monitors and the board of synagogues, also how to allocate and administer the property. This called discontent in between the Jewish community. The Jewish community boycotted the “The Law of National Jewish Communities“ the elections were abandoned, a separate organization uniting the Jews not on a basis of religion was not established. Separate unions were founded. Instead of the old Jewish community – Kahalo, the Kaunas Jewish Religious Community was established, later the board of synagogue and chapels and the Rabbinate of Lithuania.  Thus the Jews of Lithuania managed to protect the succession of the traditions. And the whole property entirely related to religious ceremonial devolved on the boards of local synagogues and chapels.

In the year 1940 when the Soviets took Lithuania, the nationalization of the property started. In 1941-1944 year and during the World War, when the Germans took Lithuania, most of the Jewish community members and the property were destroyed. During the World War II

96 percent of Jewish Community of Lithuania was destroyed.

In 1944 year emancipating Kaunas, the Soviets let open the Hausmann Synagogue, located in Maironis street in Kaunas and in 1946 year, after nationalizing the Hausmann Synagogue it was allowed to open and pray in the Kaunas Choral Synagogue, located in Ozeskienes street in Kaunas, which was operating during the time of soviet occupation and is still working. The remained property of religious mission was nationalized, synagogues and chapels were turned into garages, workshops, storehouses. Some of them are irreversibly depredated. 

After retrieving the independence in 1991, the authority of Lithuania gave a possibility to the religious  communities to get the nationalized property back, legislating the Law  “Concerning the Return of Chapels and Other Buildings to the Religious Communities”. For the Kaunas Jewish religious community, the proprietary was regenerated to the buildings of synagogue, located in Vaisiu street “The Synagogue of Green Hill”, in Minkovskio street the Aleksotas Jews Community Synagogue, Kaunas Choral Synagogue “Ohel Jakov” in Ozeskienes street. In 1995 year the new law was legislated “The Rights of Religious Communities to the Extant Realty Rehabilitation Method Law” according to it the proprietary reinstated to the complex of buildings, located in Zamehofo/Kurpiu street Nievazskis Synagogue, the school, mikva and stockhouses, Birstonas/Puodziu street located Synagogue, Gedimino street “Nachles Israel” Synagogue. From the year 2000 until now (2004), more buildings were not given back to the Kaunas Jewish Religious Community, although all of the requests and documents were handed on time. Presently one case concerning the Jewish hospital “Bikur-Cholim” is considered in European Court of Human Rights, in Strasbourg.
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The Bikur Cholim Jewish Hospital
The tasks and objectives of Kaunas Jewish Religious Community are: to proceed the traditions of Judaism in Lithuania, to organize every day prayer, to organize the religious holidays and Saturday meetings, to organize the studies of Torah and Talmud, the lectures and discussions about the Jewish history and Jewish national traditions, to collect and store various material, concerning the Jewish nation history, to engage in educative work.


The Kaunas Jewish Religious Community by self power and effort established the first Kaunas Jewish Museum. The topics of mudrum: religion, rabbis, synagogues in Kaunas and in Kaunas county. The Kaunas Jewish Religious Community also by self finance restaurated and repaired the roof of the principal, operational Kaunas Choral Synagogue, renovated the cupola of synagogue which is significative of history. The façade proceeding of The Kaunas Choral Synagogue are unfinished because of the lack of finance. 

We want to thank the president dr.Marc COHEN and the coordinator Andree KATZ for an invitation to participate in the October 2004 Marseilles conference, and we are sorry that we could not participate in it.
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