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In lieu of a preface

The history of Lithuania, like that of other countries, begins when 
it is referred to by its contemporaries in written sources for the 
first time. This event took place almost simultaneously in both 
Western and Eastern Europe, and seems to symbolise Lithuania’s 
geo-political and cultural situation right up to this very latest pe
riod. Eleventh century descriptions of the life of St. Bruno recount 
that he was killed in 1009 while spreading Christianity at the fron
tier between Lithuania and Rus (Prussia?), and Russian chronicles 
declare that the Kievan ruler Iaroslav marched towards Lithuania 
in 1040; neither event was initiated or recounted by Lithuanians. 
But apparently nothing memorable or unusual took place within 
Lithuania itself for several centuries to come, for its neighbours 
rarely seemed to either notice it, or refer to it in writing.

However, the few bits of information from the first half of the 
eleventh century which do mention Lithuania, indicate, rather re
proachfully, that there truly was a community of people calling 
themselves Lithuanians, who lived in certain specific lands during 
that period of time. It would be interesting to know which were 
the lands they occupied -  where was that place known as Lithua
nia? At the same time, one must remember that throughout the 
centuries, the concept of the name of Lithuania, like that of other
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contemporary states, was not fixed. Lithuania as a land expanded 
and diminished, and the profile and political situation of its popu
lation varied. Lven more variable was the state of Lithuania, which 
went from being a super-power, to complete non-existence on the 
political map of the world, to revival under a new structure. The 
study and depiction of the history of the state of Lithuania is there
fore a constant search for what is Lithuania -  both since ancient
times, and even in this day and age.

The subject of the state of Lithuania was and is the Lithuanian 
nation -  which has also travelled its own path of evolution, of 
change and modernisation. The nation survived a pre-state phase 
of development, and matured into becoming and creating its own 
state -  which it lost and recovered twice. But even during its exist
ence as part of a foreign state, the nation did not lose its status as 
a subject of political life, for it continued to foster its own tradi
tions as a state, and to prepare and rally its forces in order to re
turn to its role as such. Those periods when the state of Lithuania 
did not exist, are therefore not erased from its history, and the 
prime focus of relevant chapters will be directed at the evolution 
of the nation and its state-like potentials.

As in the history of other states, the past of the state of Lithuania 
and its subject -  the Lithuanian nation -  is composed of relatively 
calm -  and usually lengthy -  periods of evolutionary development, 
interspersed with brief ones of radical change, which, time-wise, 
appear compressed and brimming with events. Such periods existed 
in the far-distant past: during the formation of the state in the first 
half of the thirteenth century, the time of Jogaila and Vytautas at the 
turn of the fourteenth century, the period of reforms and the union 
with Poland in the 1560s, and the last years of the existence of the 
joint state of Poland-Lithuania at the end of the eighteenth century. 
But the majority of them happened in the twentieth century, and one



could say that the greater part of this age -  which in historical 
terms has not yet ended -  has been composed of accelerated evolu
tionary periods: the national revolution in 1905, the rebirth of the 
state in 1915/1918-1920/1923, the sudden changes in Lithuania’s 
fate during the Second World War (1939-1945), the bloody first 
decade after the War (1944/1945-1953), and finally, perestroika 
and the restoration of the state of Lithuania during 1987-1991. It 
was the twentieth century that saw the Lithuanian nation twice re
creating its own state. It is not, therefore, its chronological prox
imity to the present -  which fact could make events unwittingly 
take on greater importance -  but its truly unrivalled significance to 
the Lithuanian nation and state, which make the twentieth century 
more of a focal point than the other, by-gone centuries.

This factor has also influenced the difference in presentation 
within specific sections and chapters of this book: in some periods, 
reference is made to centuries, decades and years, while in others, 
events are practically laid out on a day-by-day basis. The state of 
Lithuania’s historiography has also had a role to play in this re
spect: the history of Lithuania up to the twentieth century has been 
the subject not only of extensive monographic studies, but also of 
attempts at a synthesis of events1 (the foundation for this author’s 1

1 Appearing in the last decades: Ivinskis Z., Lietuvos istorija iki Vytauto Didziojo mir- 
ties [The History of Lithuania Before the Death of Vytautas the Great], Rome, 1978; 
Jucas M., Luksaite I., Merkys V., Lietuvos istorija: Nuo seniausitj laikij iki 1917 metp 
| The History of Lithuania: From Antiquity until 1917], Vilnius, 1988; Hellmann M., 
( irundziige der Geschichte Litauens und des litauischen Volkes, Aufl. 4, Darmstadt, 1990 
(1st publ. -  1966); Ochmanski J., Historia Litwy, Wyd. 3-cie, Wroclaw-Warszawa- 
Krakow, 1990 (1st publ. -  1967); Aleksandravicius E., Kulakauskas A., Carif valdzioje: 
XIX amziaus Lietuva [Czarist Rule: Nineteenth Century Lithuania], Vilnius, 1996; 
kiaupa Z., Kiaupiene J., Kuncevicius A., The History of Lithuania before 1795, Vilnius, 
2000 (in Lithuanian -  1995, 1998); Gudavicius E., Lietuvos istorija nuo seniausitj laiktf 
iki 1569 metij \The History of Lithuania from Antiquity until 1569], Vilnius, 1999.



text). The history of Lithuania in the twentieth century, however, 
not only had no syntheses (apart from brief chapters in generalised 
sketches-’ of Lithuania’s history) -  until the end of this century, it 
had no qualitative objective monographic studies at all. Objective 
studies of the political history of the twentieth century were im
possible, both inside the country while it was under the monopoly 
of soviet ideology and censorial supervision, and in the West 
(which became home to many Lithuanian historians after the Sec
ond World War) -  because of a lack of sources, and because his
torical works were being written by people deeply affected by, and 
often directly participating in the events of this century -  a fact 
which could not help but influence their point of view. Only in the 
last years has there been a great influx of scientific studies of the 
twentieth century history of Lithuania, and attempts have been 
made to include their results in this text.

A good synthesis of Lithuania’s history during the twentieth 
century is yet to come. New research data and a new interpreta
tion of known facts often provoke radical changes in the nature of 
our knowledge. At the same time, such things are often not easily 
accommodated by the knowledge as it exists, and there is no way 
to avoid the stimulus of advancement in knowledge -  i.e., much 
scholarly argument. It is impossible, however, to wait for every
thing to be analysed, or for the debates to end, and the valid -  for 
the moment -  opinions to become accepted, for these processes are 
unending. This applies not only to the history of the twentieth cen
tury, but to all periods. In writing an in-depth and comprehensive 
history of Lithuania, these debatable events should be discussed, 
their founding arguments presented. But this book is not able to 
do so. Despite the knowledge that more than one of our claims -

2 See works by M. Hellmann and J. Ochmanski.
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perhaps even an important one -  will be argued, corrected, or sup
plemented -  this book will present only a personal and present- 
day view of the history of Lithuania, and will only attempt to offer 
diverse interpretations of those events which are particularly sig
nificant and formative in the history of Lithuania.

The book ends with information about the restoration of the 
state of Lithuania in 1990-1991, when it became a member of the 
world family of states. Lithuania participates in world politics, 
moves forward in the process of civilisation, and carries on a full- 
blooded domestic political life -  when the not-too-distant past is 
frequently not yet history, but an actual factor in its present-day 
socio-political life. The past decade of the life of the state of Li
thuania has not yet been given over to history, and we make no 
claims on it as such.
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C H A P T E R  1

From the Twilight of the World of 

the Balts into the Realm of European 

Nations and States

1.1. The world o f the Balts and Lithuanian tribes

Information about Lithuania from the first written sources is 
neither eloquent nor plentiful, and thus it remains until the turn 
of the twelfth century. Knowledge about its long, so-called pre
historic period -  from the time when people first settled in the 
present territory of Lithuania until the formation of the state of 
Lithuania -  is therefore gleaned mostly from archaeological stu
dies, with input from research-into-the-past-oriented natural sci
ences, i.e., palaeoanthropology, palaeogeography, palaeobotany, 
and so on. Although archaeologists recognise so-called cultures -  
large communities of people with specific characteristics of a 
material and spiritual culture -  it is nearly impossible to identify 
the ethnic qualities, expressed first of all through the language, 
of those communities, via archaeological methods alone. Here 
we need to co-ordinate the results of archaeological and linguis
tic studies (especially in the area of names of bodies of water). 
Archaeologists and linguists are intensively studying the pre-his- 
toric period of Lithuania’s past; research materials are being 
summarised, the scanty information from written sources utilised, 
and notions of Lithuania’s pre-history submitted -  often more or
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less on the basis of hypothesis, and accompanied by much argu
ment1. For our purposes, we will rely on the existing present-day 
knowledge regarding the pre-historic environment of the Lit
huanians.

The most important goal of this chapter is to show how the 
subject of our analysis — the Lithuanian state — emerged, and under 
what conditions the work of its formation began.

The first inhabitants -  Indo-Europeans -  Balts. The landscape sur
rounding the rivers which flow into the south-eastern part of the 
Baltic Sea, i.e., the river-basins of the Pregel, Nemunas (Niemen), 
Venta, Lielupe, and Daugava (Dvina) rivers, was formed by glaciers 
which began retreating from these bodies in ca. 17000-15000 BC. 
These are lowlands, often hilly, but rarely more than 200 metres 
above sea-level. The land is etched with river valleys, and dotted 
with lakes and marshes. With the glaciers retreating and tempera
tures rising, forests replaced the initial tundra, and the natural en
vironment of our historical time, including a mid-latitude mari 
time to continental transitional climate, with warm and frequently 
rainy periods and deep winters suitable for growing grains, root 
crops, and flax, formed over a period of several thousand years.

The first peoples, nomadic hunters and fishermen -  traces of 
whom have been discovered from 15000 BC in the Pregel river-ba
sin -  arrived here while it was still tundra. Warming temperatures 1

1 Gimbutas M., The Balts, London, 1963; Gimbutiene M., Baltai priesistoriniais lai- 
kais [Balts in Pre-historic Times], Vilnius, 1985; Lietuvos TSR archeologijos atlasas 
[.Lithuania SSR Archaeological Atlas], T. 1-4. Vilnius, 1974-1978; Lietuvitf etnoge- 
neze [Ethno-genesis of the Lithuanians], editors: R. Volkaite-Kuhkauskiene, J. Jur- 
ginis, V. Maziulis, A. Vanagas, Vilnius, 1987. Synthesis of the History of the Lithua
nian Language: Zinkevicius Z., Lietuviif kalhos istorija \History of the Lithuanian 
Language], T. 1-6. Vilnius, 1984-1994.
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brought an increase in vegetation (forests), and in animal and hu
man life. They lived here permanently from 9000 BC, and formed 
the local Nemunas and (Kunda) Narva Cultures during 7000- the 
first half of 2000 BC. People lived in fixed settlements, and by the 
first half of 2000 BC were raising domesticated animals and work
ing the land. It is known that they were “ Old Europeans” who 
settled here. What is more difficult to determine is their ethnic af
filiation. It was believed that Finno-Ugrians predominated, but 
present thinking favours the idea that the latter were in fact just a 
small wave of new-comers who did not in fact become a substra
tum of the historical and present-day Lithuanian population.

It is agreed that new-comers appeared in these lands during 
3000-2500 BC, that they brought with them the so-called Corded 
Ware Culture, and that they were Indo-Europeans. This culture 
was common throughout Central Europe, and by the end of 2000 
BC had spread as far as the Middle Volga in the east. By then the 
Indo-European protolanguage was dividing, and the Indo-Europe
ans were separating into ethnic derivatives. This is when the Balts 
began to appear, a fact confirmed by linguistic and archaeological 
data. Baltic names of bodies of water have spread throughout the 
territories between the Lower Vistula, the Volga, and the Upper 
Dnieper, and between the Dvina and Pripet rivers. This area prac
tically coincides with the divisions in the Corded Ware Culture. In 
the west, near the Baltic Sea, the new-comers mixed with the local 
population and created a Baltic (or Proto-Baltic) Bay Coast, or 
Corded Ware and Boat-Axe, Culture. The cultures which formed 
in the Upper Dnieper and Upper Volga regions were less affected 
by the local population. Differences between western and eastern 
Balts were also emerging by this time. The territory occupied by 
the Balts measured approximately 860,000 km2, and could have 
included approximately 500,000 people.
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Agriculture and animal husbandry were becoming increasingly 
important in the life of the Balts. The arrival of metal also altered 
life and increased its pace: the first imported bronze pieces date ca.
1800-1600 BC, the first local works appear ca. 1500 BC. Iron was 
imported ca. 600 BC, and was locally made out of swamp ore 
during the first centuries AD. Once iron tools were being manu
factured and animals used for working the land, these activities 
became the Balt peoples’ primary occupation. Advances in agricul
ture and crafts, and contact with their neighbours led to other 
changes in lifestyle. The Balts lived in fixed settlements; fortified 
farmsteads, usually installed in hills (hill forts), appeared in the 
latter half of 2000 BC. People began settling closer to their fields 
during the fifth-eighth century, and some of the hill forts became 
private family castles, while others remained community refuges. 
By the turn of the first millennium, settlements included castles 
protected by fortifications, homesteads at the foot of castles, and 
former settlements (villages) further away from the castles. The 
population grew and new areas were occupied.

Among the Balts, the extended family became the human unit 
forming the basis of organisation and economic activity, and kin
dred communities were established. In the middle of the first mil
lennium, land and territorial ties began to connect people more 
than did kinship, though its relevance remained significant for a 
long time to come. Strata of community elders and military leaders 
began to develop, and new communities were more territorial than 
kindred. They joined to form societies of varying stability, and de
veloped hierarchies within their structural units. Notable at every 
level of the Balt sphere were differences among material and spiri
tual cultures, and an interchange of archaeological cultures, with 
resulting ethnic processes, and the formation of languages and 
tribes. Information about these developments has not been sys
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tematically documented, but it is obvious that the Balt tribes which 
are known from later written sources had already formed during 
this time. Archaeology and linguistics assign the results of this pro
cess to the onset of the latter part of the first millennium, with 
more than several hundred tribe names recorded in European writ
ten memorials.

Finding themselves far from the principal reaches of the evolu
tion of civilisation and of the roadways which crossed or con
nected them, the Balts lived for a long time having little contact 
with their neighbours. True, a need for metals and metal imple
ments did stimulate trade between the Balts and their neighbours, 
as well as with faraway lands, including the Mediterranean world 
and the Roman empire. The most important and known Balt trea
sure to reach those areas was amber, which had already been sup
plied to surrounding lands by the people of the Narva Culture. 
Amber was reaching the Mediterranean via middlemen in the sec
ond millennium BC, and continued to be transported there 
throughout the Middle Ages. This is confirmed both by findings of 
Baltic Sea amber pieces, and by mention of such items in written 
texts. In time, the lands of the Balts also ended up in these texts.

In approximately 450 BC, Herodotus mentions the Boudinoi 
(Bovdivoi) and the Neuroi (Nevpoi), northern neighbours of the 
Scythians; it is argued that they might have been Balts. The Neuroi 
are also mentioned by the Romans -  by Pliny the Elder (first cen
tury) as Neuroe, and by Ammianus Marcellinus (fourth century) 
as Neruiorum -  as well as by the Bavarian Geographer (ninth cen
tury) as Neruiani. The localisation of their versions of the Neuroi 
would permit a hypothetical association with the eastern Balts. 
The Balts were described by the Roman Tacitus (first century), 
who called them Aistians (Aesti, gentes Aestiorum), and found 
them residing along the shores of the Baltic Sea. Aistians were also
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mentioned by sixth century Goth authors Cassiodorus (Hesti) and 
Jordanes (Aesti), and by ninth century authors Einhard (Aisti) and 
Wulfstan (Estum, Eastland). Jordanes and Wulfstan indicated, as 
had Tacitus, that the Aistians live by the Baltic Sea, to the east 
from the Vistula. Thus it is possible that the Aistians were western 
Balts. It is also understood that ninth century western authors be
gan using another name — Prussians — when referring to the Balts 
(Bavarian Geographer called them Bruzi, and from the end of the 
tenth century they are frequently found as Pruzze, Pruze, Pruzzi, 
etc.); this is the name that took hold. Finally, even back in the 
second century, Claudius Ptolemaeus knew of the Soudinoi and 
the Galindai living in the north of Sarmatia; their names repeat in 
later references to the Balt tribes. This sort of rare information 
about the Balts indicates that the ancient world and mediaeval 
Western Europe both had knowledge of the populations living to 
the east of the south-eastern shore of the Baltic Sea. It was known 
that they were farmers, and that amber was their most important 
trademark. But there was no closer contact, for the Balts were far 
away — at the edge of the barbarian world.

Echoes of the great migration of nations interrupted the life of 
the Balts. It seems that the Goths, who moved southward in the 
second century, emerged for some time in the western Balt lands, 
and archaeological findings indicate the presence of nomadic new
comers to the Lower Nemunas in the fifth century. It was the east
ern Balt lands, however, which were most affected by the migrants. 
Several streams of Slavs, travelling from south to north, crossed 
these territories during the fifth-eighth centuries. They established 
themselves and assimilated the Balts, who did not, however, disap
pear from there all at once, for the Galindai are still mentioned in 
twelfth century sources as being at the Upper Oka. Because of the 
Slav invasions, the eastern Balts broke away from the remaining
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Balt world, and the evolution of the latter had no major effect on 
them. On the other hand, the tribes of eastern Slavs -  Krivichi, 
Dregovichi, Radimichi, Viatichi -  who formed in the river-basins 
of the Upper Dvina and Upper Dnieper, evolved from a Baltic sub
stratum. This substratum is very significant for that part of the 
Ruthenian nation which developed later, in place of these tribes.

In the west, the Balts collided with their maritime neighbours, 
the Scandinavians, and it is thought that the Norsemen (Vikings), 
who were spreading throughout Europe by the sixth century, used 
to drop into the lands of the western Balts, even though no major 
roadways crossed these areas. According to the sagas, one of the 
Viking leaders conquered the Curonians (Cori, Curones, Kuren) 
on the Baltic seashore in approximately 675; the latter were also 
attacked by the Danes in 853, and by the Swedes in 854. These 
relatively frequent battles indicate that the Vikings did not subju
gate the Curonians, though they did acquire war spoils and trib
ute. The Vikings also invaded Prussian territories. Records from 
the mid-eleventh century indicate frequent subsequent attacks by 
the Curonians, and show evidence that they were now feared in 
Scandinavia as well. Besides warring, the Curonians did carry on a 
flourishing trade with the Vikings. But here again, the Scandina
vians showed a greater initiative: their merchant settlements were 
discovered in Prussian lands (Truso in the seventh-eighth century; 
Kaupas-Wiskiauten from the end of the ninth- the beg. of the elev
enth century), and in Curonian territories (Seeburg-Grobina ca. 
650-850; perhaps Palanga in the tenth-twelfth century). A Scandi
navian influence is evident in the Coastal Balt -  Prussian and 
Curonian -  Culture, but did not penetrate much further into the 
mainland.

The Balts appeared to exist at the edge of the civilised world. 
They were barbarians in ancient times -  different from the Greeks

19



and Romans -  and during the Middle Ages were separated from 
the Christian world by paganism. As long as the border between 
Christianity and paganism remained at a distance, this distinction 
had little effect on them. The situation changed, however, at the 
turn of the millennium, when their neighbours were christianised 
and joined ranks to form states. In the mid-ninth century, tribes of 
eastern Slavs, some of whom had settled in former Balt territories, 
united to form a state called Kievan Rus’2. In 988 its rulers adopted 
Byzantine Christianity. Duke Mieszko, unifier of Poland, had 
adopted Catholicism in 966. The same processes took place in 
Denmark and Sweden in the tenth-eleventh centuries. Germans 
established themselves on the south-western shores of the Baltic 
Sea, in the lands of the western Slavs, in the twelfth century. The 
Balts, and their northern neighbours the Finno-Ugrian tribes (Livs 
and Estonians) -  the sole remaining pagans in Europe -  naturally 
became the target of christening missions; which were a concern 
not only of the centre of the dissemination of Christianity -  i.e., 
the Pope and Byzantium -  but also of their newly christianised 
neighbours, whose interests happened to include the acquisition of 
land and tributes. Regardless of an occasional new protagonist and 
circumstances, or new relationships and goals, the resulting situa 
tion sustained ongoing adversity between Christianity and pagan 
ism for several centuries to come.

Balt tribes -  the Lithuanians. The great Balt tribes (tribal unions) 
were already differentiated by the turn of the millennium. Among

2 The Eastern Slavonic lands in the Middle Ages called themselves Rush In describing 
the late seventeenth century the form Russia becomes common. The Rus ian (Russian) 
state in the late Middle ages is usually called Muscovy.

Ruthenium is used by scholars to refer to the eastern slavs resident in the Grand Duchy 
of Tithuania. This group later becomes the Modern Belorussian and Ukrainian world.
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them were the aforementioned Prussians, who lived between the 
Lower Vistula River, Mazovian Lakes, and Curonian Lagoon. To 
the east, between the Mazovian Lakes and Middle Nemunas River, 
lived their kindred Yotvingians (Sudavians). The Nadravians settled 
around the Upper Pregel River, and the Skalvians at the Lower Ne
munas. In the thirteenth century these were referred to as Prussian 
tribes, though it was quite likely that they had not merged with the 
latter. The Curonians, as noted, lived to the north from the Lower 
Nemunas district as far as the Lower Venta on the Baltic shores, as 
well as in the Venta river-basin. Their neighbours to the west were 
the Semigallians -  recorded as Semigalliam in Danish chronicles at 
the end of the ninth century -  who occupied the Yelgava river-basin. 
Even further east were the Selonians, who lived south of the Middle 
Dvina, and their northern neighbours, the Latvians.

Living at the Upper Nemunas and in the river-basins of its right 
tributaries were tribes known as Lithuanians. Linguists affirm that 
the Lithuanian language finally separated from the other Balt lan
guages in approximately the seventh century. Archaeologists have 
discovered that there were several kindred cultures in the lands of 
the Lithuanian tribes at the turn of the millennium. These include: 
1) the Barrow Culture found between the Middle Nemunas and 
Sventoji rivers in the west, and the Narutis and Svyriai lakes in the 
east; 2) the Flat Grave Culture at the confluence of the Nemunas 
and Neris, and in the Nevezis river-basin; 3) a distinctive ancient 
grave culture in the Zemaitija3 highlands to the west. During the 
fifth-sixth century, a portion of the eastern Balts who were being 
pressured by the Slavs, could have settled in the eastern Barrow 
Culture district, and thereafter affected the formation of the

’ Western part of Lithuania (Samogitia in Latin, in Polish Zmudz and Samaiten in 
German).
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Lithuanians. It is from the east, during that period, that cremation 
of the dead, a custom which reached the western ancient grave 
culture by the thirteenth century, arises. This would indicate that 
ethnic processes and cultural differences associated with tribal uni
fications, continued to exist in lands occupied by people who 
spoke the same language.

The Lithuanians, like the other Balts, had entered a time of dy 
namic change. There was growing material inequality, increasing 
social division, and a strengthening military organisation -  indi
cated by the aforementioned separate family/leader castles, and 
immense graves with expensive shrouds and buried steeds, the 
warrior’s escort. Another indicator were the military expeditions 
into foreign lands. The Curonians were known as pirates who 
plundered the Scandinavian shores from the mid-eleventh century, 
while the Prussians prevented peace from reigning in neighbouring 
Polish territories from the twelfth century on. During the latter 
half of the twelfth century, the Lithuanians suppressed Rushan in
vasions into their lands, and took up the offence. Nor was there 
constant peace among the Balt tribes themselves: the Lithuanians 
invaded Yotvingian or Selonian lands, and were known for their 
frequent forays during the beginning of the thirteenth century to
wards the north, into the lands of the Latvians, Semigallians, and 
even more distant Liv territories. These marches required many 
warriors, and a small community could not have assembled such 
numbers. Obviously there were affiliations -  initially temporary -  
which soon became permanent unifications. There was a need for 
stronger rule, and at the turn of the twelfth century, chosen leaders 
were replaced by princes holding hereditary power in their hands, 
the latter are mentioned in accounts of Lithuanian exploits. Often 
more than one prince took part in a campaign, a fact which neces
sitated the emergence of senior princes, under whose authority
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there must have been complex territorial units linking smaller ter
ritorial communities. These units, called lands, are recorded in 
written memorials from the beginning of the thirteenth century, 
but they must have formed somewhat earlier. Lands were not yet 
permanent and strong political unifications; their formations were 
affected by internal tribal differences, but were obviously not a 
duplication of said differences. There could have been more than 
one land within the boundaries of a large tribe, and not infre
quently the borders of lands and tribes differed; ultimately, they 
were never accurately recorded, and thus remain the object of 
much debate.

The Lithuanian land (in the narrow sense of the word) between 
the Nemunas and Neris rivers was the largest and most important 
of the Lithuanian lands at the beginning of the thirteenth century. 
From east to west, north of the land of Lithuania, were the lands 
of the Nalsia and the Deltuva -  the legacy of the eastern Lithua
nians. In the region at the confluence of the Nemunas, Neris and 
Nevezis rivers was the small land of Neris, and to the north -  
Upyte; both were associated with the central archaeological cul
ture of the Lithuanian tribes. In the west, in the river-basins of the 
right tributaries of the Lower Nemunas, on the highlands of Ze- 
maitija, stretched the land of Zemaitija, with its intensive ethnic 
processes, and advances by the Lithuanians towards Curonian 
lands. During this time, Zemaitija was a union of smaller lands, 
including those of Karsuva, Knituva, Medininkai, and others; the 
land of Siauliai was ascribed to Zemaitija as well. Other Balt tribes 
were in a similar situation. There is mention of nine Curonian 
lands, including the southern lands of Meguva and Pilsotas on the 
seacoast, and the land of Keklys to the east (all within the present 
territory of Lithuania), and the seven Semigallian lands, including 
Zagare in the south and Upmala in the east (a part of these lands
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form present-day Lithuania). The Prussians were also divided into 
several smaller tribes.

Although the Lithuanians and other Balt tribes were moving to
wards the creation of a state organisation, time-wise they were not 
as advanced as their neighbours4. The fact that there was no perma
nent and developed state structure in the Balt lands was one of the 
most significant factors separating them from their neighbours, 
who had established states during the tenth-eleventh centuries. 
The other difference touches upon the sphere of a belief system. As 
mentioned, the Lithuanians, other Balts, and their neighbours, the 
Estonians and Livs, were Europe s last remaining pagans .

The Lithuanians imagined the world to be made up of three 
spheres: water (the underworld), earth, and heaven. Their belief in 
life after death was at the heart of their ideology. During this period, 
the Lithuanians also differed from the Christians in their practice of 
cremating the dead, and in their belief that supernatural powers

4 Here it should be noted that the Lithuanians, like the other Balt tribes, left no written 
testimonials of their own during the time before, or while the state was being created. 
Though they did appear in the life of their neighbours, reports about them are brief 
and uninformative. The development of the state in Lithuanian lands is therefore dif
ficult to follow; information in the sources regarding certain events may have been 
deferred, and phenomena regarding political or social organizations registered not 
while they were happening or being consolidated, but some time after they had in fact 
occurred. Information becomes more abundant and accurate only from the beginning 
of the 13th century, at which time events and people become more recognizable.

' Intensive research is being carried out regarding the spiritual life of the ancient 
Lithuanians. However, here, as in other spheres, there is a great shortage of sources, 
or, especially in later times, reliability thereof, with the resulting multitude of differing 
interpretations. Nevertheless, it is possible to define the most generalized features of 
the religion or religions of the Lithuanians by utilizing somewhat later -  13th-14th 
century -  information. But it is in fact risky to fuse information about the religion of 
this and other time periods without a critical analysis.

24



ruled the world. During the thirteenth-fourteenth century, perhaps 
even earlier, these powers were gods personified, with their own 
spheres of activity, who appeared to people as the forces and phe
nomena of nature, as heavenly bodies, and as anthropomorphic 
beings (e.g., Kalevelis -  Little Smith -  forged the Sun, and there 
were familial ties between the celestial bodies, the Sun, Moon, and 
Dawn). There were a great many gods of the home and tribe, as 
well as gods of the land, whose elders invariably rose in stature 
when the Lithuanians united to form a nation. Sources from that 
period name some of the deities: overseer of the gods, Dievas Rykis 
or Perkunas (Thunder); the water god Andojas; forest goddess Me- 
deina; ruler of the beasts, Zveruna; the smith Kalevelis. Among 
them there was also the ruler’s Namq (Home) god, indicating that 
the god of the ruler had become one of the supreme deities. Sources, 
which are not particularly reliable, mention priests and prophets, 
but there are no clear indications of them as an official body, nor is 
it known that they definitely erected temples. When the sources 
state that Lithuanians worshipped sacred groves, waters, trees and 
rocks, they are probably referring to places of ritual, called “ al- 
kai” . It is not unlikely that even with the founding of a state, there 
was no chief priest, and that it was customary to consolidate secu
lar and spiritual authority in the hands of the one ruler.

Lithuanians and their neighbours at the turn of the twelfth cen
tury. Such were the Lithuanian and other Balt societies with which 
their newly christianised neighbours and the universal powers of 
Europe, primarily the Catholic Church, associated during the tenth- 
eleventh centuries. Attention by the latter turned into crusades into 
the Balt lands. Evidence from the history of the language would 
suggest that the Lithuanians first encountered Christianity in their 
dealings with the Rus’ians, who professed Orthodoxy, though
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there is no data showing early Orthodox crusades into the land of 
the Balts. However, when the Bishop of Prague, Adalbert-Vojcech, 
arrived to baptise the Prussians in 997, his mission failed, for he 
was killed. The same thing happened to a monk named Bruno, 
who arrived at the “ Lithuanian and Prussian (Rus’ian) frontier in 
1009. He succeeded in baptising the local leader, rex Netimer, but 
was also later killed. The plight of the first missionaries, who be
came saints in the Catholic Church, indicates that the population 
was not yet prepared to be christianised.

St. Bruno’s mission in 1009 was significant in that an account 
of the event included the first mention of the name of Lithuania. It 
was probably not a reference in the narrow sense to the land of 
Lithuania, but to the entire mass of Lithuanian tribes. Thanks to 
contact with their neighbours, Lithuanians finally stepped out of a 
nameless pre-historic existence onto the pages of written history. 
Naturally this date remains only a symbolic one, and there is no 
basis for reference to any kind of meaningful change in the Lithua
nian style of life at that time. All the same, it is one of the most 
important dates in the history of Lithuania -  akin to a Lithuanian 

name-day.
The Lithuanians and other Balts became the focus of yet an

other kind of interest. Rus’ian chronicles state that at the end of 
the tenth century -  first in 983 -  princes of Kievan Rus marched 
into the lands of the Yotvingian Balts. Lithuania was again men
tioned, in a written account of an invasion by Kievan Rus leader 
Jaroslav into this country, in 1040. He may have intended either to 
annex the lands of the Lithuanians, or to impose tributes; Rus’ian 
chronicles allude to Lithuanians paying tributes. The information 
is limited, and there is no mention of ongoing rule by Rus’ian princes 
in Lithuanian lands, which would indicate that the tributes were 
inconsistent, and procured with the aid of military exploits only.
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Nevertheless, pressure from the Rus’ians was felt for some time 
along the Balt and Rus’ frontier, with the former apparently con
tinuing the advance by Slav tribes into the Balt areas. The Rus’ians 
invaded Yotvingian lands in the river-basins of the left tributaries 
of the Upper Nemunas, where they built their own castles, and 
from which, during the beginning of the twelfth century, Grodno 
penetrated the furthest into Balt space. In time, the lands to the left 
of the Upper Nemunas began to be called Black Rus’, and hosted 
an ethnically mixed population. Rus’ians predominated, but there 
were still Yotvingians and Lithuanians (with their own villages 
existing into the mid-twentieth century) settled there as well. For a 
time, the Lithuanians apparently also retreated, under pressure by 
the Rus’ians, from the eastern edge of their lands, and it was dur
ing this period of their expansion that the Rus’ians built their 
castles at Novgorodok, Breslav, and Zaslavl. During the latter half 
of the twelfth century, the Lithuanians stopped the Rus’ians, and 
took up the offence. The first Lithuanian forays into Rus’ lands 
are mentioned in 1162, 1180, and 1198, and thereafter nearly ev
ery year in the beginning of the thirteenth century. For several cen
turies afterwards, the border between Lithuanian and Rus’ ethnic 
lands remained fixed from Braslav in the north, to the Upper Ne
munas in the south, with encroachments on both sides between 
the Neris and Nemunas rivers. Reasons for changes in their rela
tions can be found both in the political development of the Lithua
nian tribes, and in the disintegration of Kievan Rus’, recorded in 
1131. Lithuania’s neighbours in the south became Galich-Volynia, 
and in the east -  Polotsk. Both principalities were strong enough 
to have been substantial regional powers, and though Galich- 
Volynia did, with some difficulty, manage to rally its forces, Polotsk 
was constantly weakened and divided by internal struggles during 
the twelfth-thirteenth century. It is not surprising, therefore, that
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the majority of the campaigns by Lithuanian princes were directed 

against this area.
Another of the Balt neighbours, Poland -  on the border with the 

Prussians and Yotvingians -  had been among the organisers of the 
aforementioned missions into the Balt lands. Disintegration of the 
Polish state in 1138, however, also resulted in the dissolution of a 
common “ Baltic” policy among the Polish principalities. Relations, 
especially between neighbouring Mazovia and the Prussians, were 
variable, and included campaigns into each other’s lands, with the 
Prussians seriously trouncing the Mazovians at the turn of the 
twelfth century. Conditions for the Yotvingians -  surrounded by 
Polish princes, Galich-Volyma, Rus’, and the strengthening Lithua
nians -  were difficult, and they were often subordinate to one or 
another of their neighbours. The Lithuanians entered into more 
intense relations with the Polish principalities only at the begin
ning of the thirteenth century -  at the time of the first known 
Lithuanian expeditions into Polish lands.

The coastal Balts, Prussians, and Curonians were of interest to 
Denmark and Sweden as well. There were the aforementioned at
tempts during the ninth century to subjugate the Curonians, fol
lowed by the important task of baptising them. Danish rulers and 
bishops in particular were active in this regard during the elev
enth-twelfth centuries. But the Curonians resisted, and with their 
own military organizations consolidating, launched counter-at
tacks against the Danes and Swedes.

Yet another power emerged in the twelfth century. The German 
princes, Catholic Church and merchants, who had proclaimed cru
sades since 1147, gained a stronghold in the pagan lands of the 
western Slavs, near the southern shores of the Baltic Sea. From 
there, the merchants of Liibeck and other German cities carried on 
an intensive sea trade; for reasons of safety they consolidated, with
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the resulting growth during the fourteenth century of the Hanse, a 
league of cities in the Germanic regions of the Baltic Sea, and other 
areas of Germany.

The merchants’ interest in the Dvina trade route through the 
Balt lands coincided with the goals of the Church mission. Ger
man merchants and missionaries established a base at the mouth 
of the Dvina River in 1184; the Uxkiill diocese was formed in 
1186. Starting in 1198, its bishops began proclaiming crusades 
along the Dvina, the lands of the Balt tribes, and those of the Livs 
and Estonians. The crusaders were encouraged and blessed by the 
popes, who in effect co-ordinated these Christian activities. The 
aim was not just to christianise the pagans, but also to conquer 
their lands. A military monastic order, the Brothers of the Army of 
Christ -  the Knights of the Sword -  was set up in 1202. The Catho
lic Church, German knights, and merchants of the newly estab
lished Hanse joined forces along the Dvina against the Balts and 
other tribes. State structures, made up of these powers, formed in 
the lands of the pagans who were conquered and christianised, 
during the first decades of the thirteenth century. The Order of the 
Knights of the Sword, together with ecclesiastical states and cities, 
the largest of which was Riga (established in 1201), formed a fed
eration called Livonia. Since Germany was the principal base of 
the crusades, the Christian campaigns took on a German charac
ter, and were supported by the emperors of the empire of Holy 
Rome, i.e., of Germany.

While the Germans were strengthening their positions, the Li
thuanians also organised campaigns -  in 1205, 1207, 1213, 1214, 
1218-1219 and 1221 -  into the future state of Livonia. These may 
have been a continuation, with a change in focus, of their earlier 
expeditions for booty, which had never appeared in the written 
sources. Larmsteads of the local subjects continued to be ravaged,
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but the strongest force to oppose the Lithuanians now became the 
Christian Livonians. At times (in 1210, 1214, and 1229), the Li
thuanians marched to the aid of the Curonians, Semigallians, or 
the Jersica principality under Polotsk, which was located on Lat
vian lands. In their turn, the Livonians organised their first cam
paigns, in 1208 and 1229, into Lithuanian lands.

The situation at the Prussian frontier with the Poles underwent 
changes during the first decades of the thirteenth century. The Ma- 
zovian princes had not succeeded in vanquishing the Prussians 
even with the support of the crusades, which were ongoing since 
1217. In 1226 Prince Conrad of Mazovia invited the Order of 
Knights Hospitaller of the German House of St Mary in Jerusa
lem, also known as the Teutonic Order, to come to his aid. It had 
actively operated in Germany, at the court of the emperor and the 
papal curia, and had thereby secured for itself the ideological, po
litical, and military aid of Catholic Europe. The popes endowed 
lands belonging to the pagans -  the Prussians, Yotvingians, and 
others -  to the Order. In 1231 the Teutonic Order began conquer
ing the Prussians, and quickly expanded their own holdings.

In summarising the social and political processes taking place 
among the Lithuanian tribes during the first centuries of the sec
ond millennium, it is obviously nearly impossible to lay them out 
chronologically -  both because of their synchronicity and the in
terweaving ties of many-sided subordinations, and because of a 
lack of information. Social stratifications, the disappearance of 
tribal structures, and the emergence of princes, lands, and their 
unification -  i.e., of anti-state structures -  were all happening at 
the same time.
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The Balt tribes, Lithuanians included, were becoming increas
ingly more involved in the political processes of the region. Even 
before the creation of a unified state, Lithuanian tribes and popu
lations were emerging as a subject of history, both for their forma
tion of trends within the region’s political life (unification; expan
sion into Rus’ian, and kindred Balt lands), as well as for entering 
the sphere of European missions, and economic and -  more impor
tantly -  military-territorial interests. Rather than yielding to the 
flow of events, they struggled to resist an onslaught of invasions.

During the eleventh-twelfth century, the internal life of the dif
ferent Balt tribes developed in a similar fashion, and although rela
tions with their neighbours varied, they were, again, of a similar 
quality. Nonetheless, the new political situation within the region 
at the beginning of the thirteenth century, including the Germanic 
expansion along the Dvina and in Prussian lands, did essentially 
change conditions for the northern Lithuanian neighbours, and 
for the Prussians themselves -  in the form of a powerful external 
force capable of dividing the Balt world. The terms of existence for 
the Lithuanian and other Balt tribes/lands essentially changed.

Accounts of the events of 1009 had already named the first his
torical figure -  rex Netimer -  connected with Lithuania. Lithua
nian names, however, do not appear in the sources again until the 
thirteenth century. This would seem to indicate that the time be
tween the first mention of Lithuania, and events at the beginning 
of the thirteenth century, is a transition period from a pre-historic, 
even impersonal, status regarding conditions for the Lithuanians 
and their ancestors, to a historic one based on their existence as a 
state. The latter period is much more accessible thanks to a grow
ing number of written memorials, the abundance of which came 
with the emergence of Lithuanians into the arena of history, and 
i heir intense relations with Christian Europe. There is, however,

31



no accurate date for the completion phase of the formation of this 
historic state, for the first decades of the thirteenth century com
prise a period which can be included both in the pre-state, and 
state time-frame. They and its personages will therefore be cov

ered in the following section.

1.2. Formation of a Lithuanian State

Lithuanian unification. Soldiers for the 1207 expedition into the 
lands along the Dvina conquered by the Germans, were enliste 
from all over Lithuania (i.e., not only in the land of Lithuania it
self). In 1212, Lithuanian Prince Dangerutis signed a treaty with 
Novgorod against Livonia. Dangerutis’ rule probably encompassed 
a large territory -  otherwise there would have been no point in 
Novgorod making such an agreement. In 1219, twenty-one senior 
Lithuanian princes signed a treaty with Volynia. Among them were 
Zivinbudas, Dausprungas and his brother Mindaugas, D akotas 
and his brother Vilikaila, and princes from Zemaitian, Deltuva, 
Ruskavicius, and Bulevicius families. They acted as a united front 
and though the Zemaitian and Deltuva princes could not have had 
any direct contact with Volynia, no one ruler was considered emi
nent. This fact is borne out by common Lithuanian endeavours, an 
the process, if not the completion, of the unification of the state.

There have been historians -  including Henryk Paszkiewicz , a 
major researcher in this area -  who claim that Lithuania was al
ready united prior to the 1219 treaty. Paszkiewicz’s strongest ar
gument included the father of Mindaugas, the future ruler of Li-

* Paszk.ew.cz H.Jagiellonowie a Moskva, t. I: Litwa a Moskva W XIII iX IV v v -  
kM, Warszawa, 1933, s. 40-58; Paszk.ewicz H„ The Origin ofRuss.a, London, 1954,

p .195-196.
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thuania, who was supposedly the most powerful of the Lithuanian 
princes, as well as the circumstances of a strong expansion by Li
thuanian princes into Rus’ and into the junction of the Lithuanian 
owned buffer zone (formed at the turn of the twelfth century) be
tween it and Rus’. But even they agree that at the turn of the twelfth 
century, the rulers of a unified Lithuania were not able to maintain 
authority for long periods of time. A radical concept of the forma
tion of a Lithuanian state has recently been presented by Tomas 
Baranauskas7. He dates the formation of the duchy of Lithuania, 
and the emergence of a stable state organisation in Lithuanian 
lands, in approximately the eleventh century. He also maintains 
that the more frequent and forceful Lithuanian expeditions into 
Rus’ after 1183 are proof of the existence of the Grand Duchy of 
Lithuania, and claims that the “ Lithuanian Duchy” expanded con
stantly, uniting all of the Lithuanian lands, from the eleventh cen
tury onward. Sources, however, indicate the probability of other 
roads, including first of all the aforementioned unification of Li
thuanian tribes/lands into a not necessarily stable political struc
ture, and the skillful transformation of that structure into a state. 
In keeping with H. Paszkiewicz, these processes would be the ebbs 
he indicates in the formation of the state, i.e., when several senior 
princes once again replaced the ruler of a united Lithuania -  thus 
showing that the formation of the state had not yet been completed.

In the end, we are left having to agree with Henryk Lowmians- 
ki, Vladimir Pashuto, and Edvardas Gudavicius8, who, without 
uniformly interpreting the level of socio-economic development in

llaranauskas T., Lietuvos valstybes istakos [The Origins of the State o f Lithuania], 

Vilnius, 2000.
I owmianski H., Studja nad poczqtkami spoleczehstwa i pahstwa litewskiego, T. 1-2, 

Wilno, 1931-1932; IlaiLiyio B.T., 06pa306anue jiumeechcozo zocydapcmea, MocKBa, 1959;
( iiidavicius E., Mindaugas, Vilnius, 1998.
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the Lithuanian lands, or the context and meaning of the effects of 
outside factors, have grounds for stating that the work of unifying 
Lithuania fell upon the aforementioned Prince Mindaugas of the 
land of Lithuania (in the narrow sense).

In working to unify the lands of the Lithuanians into one state, 
Mindaugas encountered diverse unfavourable external and inter
nal factors. His endeavours were taking place while the Order of 
the Knights of the Sword, the Catholic Church, and German mer
chants were consolidating in Livonia. The lands of the Lithuanians 
became of interest to these forces and their distant protectors, the 
Pope and the Emperor. From 1228 onward, Lithuania is men
tioned as one of the pagan lands to be conquered, and is targeted 
in a crusade proclaimed by Pope Gregory IX in 1236. The Order 
and its aides were defeated, however, at the Battle of Saule — not by 
Mindaugas, but by the Zemaitian, Prince Vykintas. As well as re
vealing the capabilities of a Lithuania undergoing unification, this 
battle disclosed the serious internal problems in Livonia, a state on 
the verge of collapse. The Pope’s attempts to expand his own per
sonal authority into the Baltic lands were also unsuccessful. At 
that point, the Order of the Knights of the Sword was restruc
tured, and under the name of the Livonian Order, became a branch 
of the Teutonic Order warring on Prussian lands.

These events in themselves did not directly affect the heart of 
the Lithuanian lands, though the conquest of the Prussians by the 
Teutonic Order, which began in 1231, as well as the unification of 
the two Orders, could not have escaped notice by the Lithuanians. 
Two highly aggressive state powers had formed and united in their 
vicinity -  not as the result of an evolutionary process within Balt 
tribes/lands, but due to the arrival of the new-comers, mostly from 
Germany, who ultimately created the State of the Teutonic Order, 
and Livonia. In 1207 Livonia became an imperial vassal, and in
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1226 the Grand Master of the Teutonic Order became an imperial 
prince. Bringing Christianity into the Balt lands, and creating 
states therein, was part of the great German advance towards the 
Hast (Drang nach Osten). Where it happened peacefully, without 
coercion and military exploits, e.g., in the case of the expansion of 
German townspeople and city rights throughout Central and East
ern Europe, the results were positive and fruitful. In the Balt lands, 
however, other means were rejected, and innovations were at
tempted by military force. The results in Prussian, Latvian and 
other Balt, as well as Estonian and Liv lands were of a conflicting 
nature. The Catholic Church, Livonian and Teutonic Orders, and 
the Hanseatic League merchants brought Christian culture, the 
fortunes of civilisation, and a superior social organisation to the 
conquered lands, but these remained foreign properties. Social bar
riers emerged between the new-comers and the local inhabitants, 
who were exploited; their social structures were destroyed, and all 
possibilities for harmonious development within their own societ
ies were in essence annihilated. Social subjugation was accompa
nied by ethnic oppression -  non-Germans became inferior people. 
Lithuanians living in the vicinity of these young and aggressive 
states were also threatened by a similar fate -  as witnessed by the 
crusade against it in 1236. The Livonian factor had invaded the 
process of the unification of Lithuania.

Unification must have taken place during the third and fourth 
decades of the thirteenth century -  with no mention of the other 
senior princes of the 1219 treaty. Sources reveal no agenda of 
events, but they do have something to say about the methods that 
Mindaugas used: he took up arms and assassinated certain rivals, 
with some of the princes submitting to his will and serving as his 
vassals, while others became subjects via the ritual of marriage. In 
oilier words, he acted in a similar manner to other state unifiers
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during a period of transformation from a pre-state to a state exist 
ence. By approximately 1245, Mindaugas was being called su- 
preme king, and it was understood that all of the Lithuanian lands 
and those of certain neighbours -  southern Selonia, Black Rus , 
possibly the Rus’ian castles of Breslav and Minsk -  were in the 
hands of a single sovereign. His later documents indicate that his 
authority, though probably only nominally, was also recognised 
by Nadruva, Skalva, and the Yotvingians in northern Sudavia.

Thus was the state of Lithuania born -  established by Min
daugas at the turn of the fourth decade of the thirteenth century. 
Seeking to rise above the other princes and to force them to obey 
his will, wishing to expand his territories, and implementing his 
own personal aspirations, he carried out an exceptionally crucial 
and important work in terms of the entire Lithuanian world at 
that time -  i.e., he united all of their lands into a single state. The 
first stage of building a State of Lithuania was thereby completed. 
However, the newly created state, or to be more exact, the state 
which was being created, found itself in immediate danger, and 
was forced to defend its right to exist.

The state under Mindaugas. In seeking to definitively consolidate 
absolute rule, Mindaugas attempted to expel his nephews Taut- 
vilas and Edivydas (Gedvydas) -  by sending them to conquer their 
own territory in Rus’ — as well as the Zemaitian Prince Vykintas, 
from Lithuania. He then occupied their lands, expanded his do
main, and strengthened his own position within the state. He also, 
however, provoked an internal war. To the side against Mindaugas 
stepped the Galich Prince Danilo, who had supported Tautvilas in 
his claim to rule Lithuania, as well as the Livonian Order, the 
Bishop of Riga, and others in Lithuania itself. This war became the 
first major international military conflict in the region, and even
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attempted to involve the Poles and the Pope. Galich and Livonia 
entered the war expecting to expand their own territories, and to 
christianise Lithuania; they supported a claimant to rule who was 
more in line with their own desires. The state under Mindaugas, a 
unified Lithuania, had obviously become a mighty regional power.

The strong anti-Mindaugas coalition was a great threat to the 
newly formed state -  or perhaps only to Mindaugas’ authority, 
faking advantage of discord among the Livonians, Mindaugas took 
on negotiations with the Master of the Livonian Order, Andreas 
von Stirland. Despite rules against collaborating with pagans, the 
Order recognised the state of Lithuania. The Master offered Min
daugas a crown, and set Lithuania’s Christianization as a requisite 
condition. Mindaugas accepted the offer, and was baptised in 
1251. Livonian and Lithuanian envoys obtained a king’s crown 
for Mindaugas from Pope Innocent IV, and he was crowned in the 
summer of 1253. Lithuania became a Christian kingdom, and the 
balance of power was fundamentally altered. Mindaugas gained 
the Order as an ally, overcame opposition by Tautvilas and Vy- 
kintas, and by 1254 resolved relations with Galich. The Lithua
nian state became more consolidated and acquired a new quality, 
which, along with the settled terms between sovereign and subor
dinate princes, was manifest by two crucial events: Lithuania’s be
coming a Christian state, and a Kingdom.

Mindaugas was baptised in 1251 through force of circum
stances -  the act was a political step. Lithuanian society itself had 
not been prepared for Christianization, and had no contact with 
C iatholic communities. There were no Catholic missionary centres 
<>l significance near the borders of Lithuania, nor were there any 
signs of missionary activity in Lithuania itself during the first half 
<>l the thirteenth century. Livonian bishops were more inclined to 
lake up arms, and Church activities in Poland did not reach out to
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Lithuania. Nevertheless, the initiation of Christianization had been 
a successful one. After Mindaugas and his relations were baptised, 
the Pope declared sovereignty over Lithuania, established a di
rectly subordinate diocese, and ordered the Bishop of Kulm to 
crown Mindaugas king; direct subordination by state and diocese 
to the Pope was customary in Europe, did not restrict the author
ity of a ruler, and helped to counter claims of influence by lower- 
ranking secular, and Church authorities.

But the real work of baptising Lithuania remained on hold. 
Consecration of a Lithuanian bishop was delayed, and it was not 
until the end of 1253 that two bishops appeared. The Archbishop 
of Gniezno in Poland consecrated the Dominican, Wit, but Min- 
daugas succeeded in having his own preferred priest from the Or
der, Christian, appointed Bishop of Lithuania. The latter was di
rectly subordinate to the Pope, and one might thus refer to the 
establishment of a Lithuanian ecclesiastical province. The Pope 
released Wit from his office in 1255, and by 1259 Christian found 
himself in Germany. During this brief period, the Church had not 
managed to set up any effective structures. The chief propagators 
of Catholicism were the Germans, already known to be a danger
ous enemy, and neighbouring Church structures were unable or 
unwilling to join forces in order to spread Christianity in Lithua
nia. While Mindaugas reigned, therefore, Lithuania’s Christianization 
remained merely an episode in its political history, and had little 
impact on later developments.

Lithuania’s becoming a Christian kingdom in 1253 meant that 
it was recognised by Europe. This was strengthened by Mindau
gas’ nomination as a papal vassal, and by the establishment of a 
Lithuanian diocese. Lithuania’s prestige as a sate grew, and the 
doors to Europe were formally opened. Much now depended on 
relations with its neighbours.
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Lithuania and Livonia were at peace during 1251-1261. In re
turn for peaceful relations and its support, Mindaugas had to cede 
part of his lands to the Order, including the remaining portion of 
Zemaitija (the other part went to Bishop Christian), Nadruva, and 
lands in Sudavia in 1253-1254, and Selonia and Skalva in 1255- 
1259. The first cessions settled relations with Livonia and the 
Church. The later ones -  there are some doubts that they in fact 
occurred -  indicate that Mindaugas was being pressured by the 
Order. On the other hand, the Order apparently acquired those 
lands wherein Mindaugas’ rule was nominal and not yet firmly 
established, which meant that the Order had to take them in hand; 
the lands themselves were not inclined to submit. Contact with the 
Order, at least during the first years, was also beneficial to Lithua
nia. The Order assisted Mindaugas in his relations with the Pope, 
and in adapting the details of governing a state: customs duties, 
t ithes to the Church, and so on. At the same time, Livonia did hold 
a monopoly over mediation between Lithuania and Europe, and it 
used this position for its own ends.

There were few changes in Lithuania’s relations with its other 
neighbours. The Lithuanians continued to organise plundering 
e xpeditions into Poland, often in conjunction with the Yotvin- 
gians. Conflicts were also roused by both Lithuanians and Poles, 
who extracted bulls from the popes for crusades against the 
Yotvingians, and against the already christianised Lithuania. In 
1255, the Pope approved Mindaugas’ conquests in what must have 
lx-en Black Rus’; Lithuania’s invasions led to the probable subor
dination of Polotsk, and reached as far as Rus’ian lands which 
were subject to the Golden Horde. The latter move provoked an 
expedition by the Tatars under Burunday, against Lithuania, in 
I 259. At that time, Europe was also fearful of the Tatars, but noth
ing came of its organised crusades against them. Lithuania did
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manage to resist the Tatars, but only after they had ravaged its 
eastern sections.

Lithuania’s relations with the region’s political forces were both 
intense and diverse. It neutralised or repelled the threat from Livo
nia and the Tatars, and sought to use its political partners (the 
Pope and Livonia) for its own ends. By making concessions to 
them, it took the political initiative in Rus’. Lithuania became a 
sufficiently significant player in the political life, but direct contact 
with Central and Western Europe remained sporadic. Even with 
Mindaugas in power, Lithuania’s activities in this direction faded 
due to unfavourable circumstances (the oppositional role of Livo
nia), and it once again became simply a political target on the con
tinent (including via ongoing crusades against it). Lithuania itself 
participated in this process only in as much as its vigilant resis
tance could divert attempts to conquer it. Lithuania and Europe 
had little knowledge of each other, and did not form close rela
tions. Europe remained a constant threat to Lithuania, even though 
it had been hoped that Christianization would lessen this danger.

Conflicting processes took place internally as well. Mindaugas 
continued his work of unification, but it was made more difficult 
by the aforementioned cession of lands. Zemaitija had undoubt
edly been part of the state, but was transferred to the Order, and 
the Bishop, in 1253-1254. Also unclear was the situation regard
ing the Yotvingian lands which had joined the Lithuanian state. In 
the mid-thirteenth century, they were the object of rivalry among 
Lithuania, the Teutonic Order, Galich-Volynia, and the Polish 
princes. Lithuania was able neither to defend all of the Yotvingian 
lands, nor to annex them. The northern area, Sudavia, belonged to 
Mindaugas, and by the end of his reign its subordination had prob
ably grown stronger. Nadruva, Skalva, and Selonia had the least 
association with the state under Mindaugas, though he had
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claimed their lands as well. They may have recognised his author
ity nominally, but once allocated to the Order, their loose ties with 
the Lithuanian state would have been severed.

Mindaugas was more successful in the Lithuanian lands, which 
he managed to unite into one state. The princes of these lands be
came his vassals, and a group of them emerged as his so-called 
council. There was also a court, a state administration, system of 
conscripts, and silver pieces called “ ingots or ,grivny‘” circulating 
as currency. One of the mysteries of Mindaugas’ rule is the where
abouts of his capital -  there is no foreseeable end to arguments 
among historians on this particular topic.

The Zemaitians, ceded to the Livonian Order and the Bishop, 
lived separated from Lithuania, and until 1261 acted as a confed
eration of lands fighting against the Order. They did not yield to 
the officials of the Order, and did not pay tithes or abandon their 
faith. What mattered to them was war against the Order. Back in 
1252, the Livonian Order had erected the castle of Klaipeda (Me- 
mel) on the southern edge of the Curonian lands. It was meant as a 
stronghold for future attacks on the Balt lands, and as a unifier of 
both branches of the Teutonic Order. The Zemaitians and Sam- 
bian-Prussian tribes attacked Klaipeda unsuccessfully several times, 
and it remained in German hands for many years to come. The 
Zemaitians chose an offensive strategy overall, organising expedi- 
lions and attacks in subjugated Courland. After they won the 
battle of Skuodas in 1258, Courland began to rise up against the 
( .ermans; Semigallia as well rid itself of Livonian rule. In 1260 the 
Zemaitians won another major battle, at Lake Durbe in Courland, 
where the Order suffered its worst defeat ever. The Zemaitians 
defended their freedom, and their victory encouraged other Balts 
to fight the new-comers. The Curonians revolted, and liberated 
i hcmselves from the Order, and Semigallia consolidated its position.
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The Battle of Durbe also motivated the Prussians to revolt, and 
thus began the Great Prussian Rebellion (1260-1274), which pa
ralysed the forces of the Teutonic Order for a number of years.

But the Order soon recovered. The Zemaitians lacked the nec
essary forces for continued success in battle, and their leaders ap
proached Mindaugas via Prince Treniota in 1261, thereby yielding 
to the Lithuanian sovereign, and inviting him to join them in a 
common struggle against the Order and Livonia. This plan was 
generally supported in Lithuania, and Mindaugas had to make a 
decision. War with Livonia would once again separate Lithuania from 
Europe, and would mean abandoning Lithuania’s Christianization -  
in a battle with Livonia, strong pagan forces would take the upper 
hand. At the same time, it was an opportunity for a joint effort by 
Lithuanian and rebellious tribal forces to oust the Order from oc
cupied lands, or at least to reduce its holdings, and thereby to unite 
the majority of Balts in their own state. This was the policy pro
claimed by Treniota; should Mindaugas refuse to comply, his au
thority and power in Lithuania would weaken.

Mindaugas chose war with Livonia. And thereby brought upon 
himself the problem of his relations with Christianity. He is be
lieved to have forsworn his baptism. His contemporaries main
tained that it had always been a fraud, and that he had worshipped 
Lithuanian gods and observed pagan rituals. This is plausible, as 
the baptism of Mindaugas and his relations did not mean the 
Christianization of all Lithuanians. It fell upon Mindaugas to func
tion in a state where, along with Orthodoxy in Rus’ lands, and the 
new Catholic religion, paganism still prevailed -  a situation which 
was typical for all countries which had just adopted Christianity. 
Mindaugas’ baptism had most likely not been planned as a decep
tion, as his religious tolerance had been dictated by the existing 
reality. Once the struggle with Livonia was renewed, conditions
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for Catholicism in Lithuania became highly unfavourable, and 
Mindaugas could not have been unaware of this, even though he 
was never forced to totally divorce himself from the Catholic 
Church. As late as 1268, Pope Clement IV referred to the deceased 
Mindaugas as a Christian.

A coalition against the Order began forming in 1261, and in
cluded Novgorod and principalities along the Dvina River -  Taut- 
vilas’ Polotsk, and Vitebsk. Expeditions were organised into Livo
nia, and in 1262 to Masovia and the lands of the Teutonic Order, 
in aid of the rebelling Prussians. Support for the uprising in Livo
nia failed, however, and was suppressed by the Order, a situation 
which must have complicated relations between Mindaugas and 
Treniota. Mindaugas was killed in 1263.

The Lithuanian state did not collapse after Mindaugas’ death. 
The ensuing rivalry for the throne as a position of value proved the 
significance and endurance of the work that he had accomplished.

Mindaugas’ legacy. Nevertheless, Lithuania did experience disor
der and internal conflict, and in a period of a few years changed 
rulers more than once. Initially, Treniota took power (1263-1264), 
hut was ousted by Mindaugas’ Orthodox confessing son, Vaiselga 
(1264-1267), who was supported by the Galich princes. Vaiselga 
transferred his sovereignty to his brother-in-law, the Galich Prince 
Shvarno, who most likely did not gain a strong foothold in Lithua
nia. The Lithuanian state was not in danger of collapsing, but at 
the same time, its rulers did not take advantage of the difficult 
situation caused by the Balt uprisings for both branches of the 
Order, nor did they effectively support the rebels -  though they 
had made attempts to do so. Its political initiative in Rus’ was 
dissipating as well, and Lithuania was falling to the position of a 
second-level regional state.
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In 1270, after a long interval, the Lithuanians once again in
vaded Livonia, and defeated the forces of the Order at a battle near 
Karuse. This was immediately followed by another victorious expe
dition, indicating that the power within Lithuania had changed. The 
campaigns had been organised by Traidenis (1269-1282), who 
was well known for his anti-German sentiments. Once in power, 
Traidenis discovered that Lithuania was on poor terms with all of 
its neighbours; it fell on him not only to consolidate a state suffer
ing from the unrest which had happened during 1263-1269, but 
also to fight on several fronts -  with the Galich-Volynian princes 
who had been expelled from Lithuania, and with both branches of 
the Order.

Events at the Livonian front were constantly changing. The 
Great Prussian Rebellion of 1274 was suppressed, and the Order 
began attacking Nadruva and Skalva. Lithuania, which was war
ring with Galich at the time, did not come to their aid, and the 
Order conquered the two lands in 1274-1277. Another target for 
the Order were the Yotvingians, who, especially in the north (Su- 
davia), had actively supported the Prussians. As mentioned, the 
Yotvingian lands had also become a target for attack by their 
Christian neighbours, the Poles and Galichians. (After 1262 
mostly from Poland Minor, since Mazovia was observing peaceful 
relations with Lithuania -  and thus with the Yotvingians. Peace 
between them was consolidated even further in 1279 as a result of 
the marriage of Traidenis’ daughter Gaudemunda to the Mazovia 
Prince Boleslaw.) The Yotvingians, almost invariably helped by the 
Lithuanians, engaged in return attacks. But neither the Sudavians 
nor their allies the Lithuanians, were able to stop the Order. The 
year 1283 is considered to be the last time that the Sudavians re
sisted the Order, which thereafter gained access to the Nemunas 
River; 1282 marked the last Yotvingian battles against the Poles
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and Rus’ians. The Yotvingian lands were divided: the Teutonic Or
der conquered the north-western part, and the Poles and Rus’ians 
colonised the south; only the north-eastern part of Sudavia inhab
ited by Yotvingians -  a part of the Lithuanian state since the time 
of Mindaugas -  remained unchanged.

Toward the end of Traidenis’ rule, and after his death, the Balt 
political arena greatly diminished. The Prussians, Curonians, 
Semigallians and other Balt tribes were conquered once and for 
all. Attempts by Mindaugas and Treniota to unite them into one 
state were never realised. Once the Teutonic Order reached the 
Nemunas and appeased the vanquished Balts, it was able to con
centrate its forces in war against the besieged Lithuanian state.

The lands united and ruled for approximately 20 years by Min
daugas comprised the first Lithuanian state. Lithuania’s geopolitical 
situation meant that it had to repel the deadly advances of the Or
ders, and crusades from north and west, and to assume the initiative 
in the Rus’ian lands, expanding its state territories in that direction. 
Three worlds collided in Lithuania under Mindaugas: a pagan Li
thuania, Catholic Europe, and Orthodox Rus’ -  each with its own 
ideology, concept of statehood, and other differences. Mindaugas 
tried to unite them all, but failed because of the Western world’s 
dismissal of the interests of Lithuania and the other Balts; his failure 
became a warning for later generations of Lithuanian peoples and 
their rulers. It also determined the long-term isolation of pagan Li
thuania from the cultural processes of Europe, and made it the ob
ject of enforced Christianization and Western military aggression.

The conflict between these three worlds prevented Lithuania’s 
rulers from achieving yet another goal -  the unification of all the
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Balt lands. The Lithuanian kin were unable to repel the crusaders, 
and lost the opportunity forever. In this context, their achieve
ments under Mindaugas -  the creation and defence of their own 
state -  seem even greater, though it is true that the Lithuanians 
were in a better situation to do so than the Latvians and Prussians, 
who had been attacked before them. Having dealt with the up
heaval after the assassination of Mindaugas, his successor, Trai- 
denis, though unable to prevent the diminishing of the Balt politi
cal arena, did resolve its internal disintegration, defended its lands, 
and consolidated the state.

1.3. Gediminid Lithuania

At the end of the thirteenth century, Lithuania was ruled by the 
princes who initiated the Gediminid dynasty. The name is derived 
from Gediminas, who was perhaps the third ruler (1316-1341) in 
this family. It is not known how the first, Pukuveras (Butvydas), 
acquired power, nor is the origin of the family itself quite clear. It is 
agreed that the Gediminids originated in the land of Lithuania, with 
later sources mentioning their forefather Skalmantas, who may have 
lived in Mindaugas’ time; they also allude to a Mindaugas, Traide- 
nis, and Gediminid kinship. The latter family inherited the state as it 
had been under Mindaugas and Traidenis, with all of its achieve
ments and problems. There was a state territory, an established mo
narchical rule, and the ongoing task of resisting Christian attempts 
to enforce baptism by war. Christianization in this manner included 
the threat of losing statehood, and thus became a key factor deter
mining the fate of the state and of a Lithuanian civilisation, the de
velopment of a Lithuanian society and nation, state structure, and 
relations with other neighbours, as well as with Christianity.
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Naturally, all of these processes influenced one another, and 
depended on conscious actions by individuals, social and economic 
conditions, and international relations. It would be difficult to iso
late and deal with every aspect or sphere of that life. Nevertheless, 
we will try to elucidate the factors affecting the life of the state, 
society, nation and individuals, and then to describe key events, in 
order to attempt to understand how much they were determined 
or influenced by the various processes. The period under discussion 
is framed within two other times of great change -  the founding of 
the state in the mid-thirteenth century, and reforms implemented by 
Jogaila and Vytautas at the turn of the fourteenth century.

Lithuanian lands and state. Lithuanian society remained an agrar
ian one during the fourteenth century, with its production and way 
of life closely tied to the land. Individual farms grew stronger, ag
riculture intensified with a three-field system and improved imple
ments, and there were increased differentiations along property 
and social strata. The majority of farmers retained their status as 
freemen; there was no wall between them and the emerging noble 
class, and farmers could still become noblemen -  whose prime 
duty was to go to war, and whose ranks constantly needed aug
menting. At the same time, the duties and rights of the different 
classes were beginning to settle, and to be transmitted from one 
generation to another; traditions regarding life as a nobleman or a 
peasant were being laid down. The holdings of the nobility were 
not extensive as yet, but relatively large land-owners (with 2-3 
hamlets) began appearing in the latter half of the fourteenth cen
tury. They were in league with the sovereign, and belonged to the 
class of future lords. The conflicts after the death of Mindaugas 
had been decisive ones, and the old strata of land-ruling princes 
nearly disappeared by the end of the thirteenth century. Sovereigns
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became nominal owners of all lands, and thereby restricted the 
independence of the nobility.

Increasing class differentiations brought a growing demand for 
imported goods (including weapons and textiles). Furs and bees
wax from Lithuania were in demand in Europe, and despite inter
ference due to wars with the crusaders, trade relations with its 
neighbours developed. Trade was established with Riga during the 
time of Mindaugas, and agreements were made with Livonia in 
1323, 1338, and 1367. Lithuania was included in the Hanse trade 
network. Trade routes through Poland and the state of the Teutonic 
Order were either little known, or blocked by the Order itself. Its 
expansion into Rus’ gave Lithuania control of the important trade 
routes of the Dvina and Dnieper rivers, and Lithuania became an 
indispensable trade mediator between Western and Eastern Europe, 
and between the Black and Baltic sea coasts. Trade, and the state 
system of duties stimulated a currency exchange: the Prague groat 
began circulating alongside the Lithuanian long coin during the 
1320s-30s, and small Lithuanian monetary units, forged at the 
turn of the 1380s, indicated that money was entering all levels of 
society. Merchant and artisan settlements grew. Kernave is known 
at the turn of the thirteenth century, and Vilnius is first mentioned 
in 1323; Lithuanians, migrants from Rus’, and from German cities 
along the Baltic seacoast, lived there during the latter half of the 
fourteenth century. Lithuania discovered large trade and artisan 
centres -  Polotsk, Vitebsk, Kiev -  in the Rus’ian lands it had an
nexed. As it still lacked its own specialists and mercantile capital, 
in 1323 Gediminas officially invited colonists to Lithuania from 
the West. But political conditions for immigration into Lithuania 
were not particularly favourable, including because the Orders 
were against it, and there was no noticeable influx of colonists, 
other than to Vilnius.
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At the end of the thirteenth, and during the fourteenth century, 
Lithuania was a newly formed state, with institutions which were 
not completely finalised, and thus in a state of frequent flux -  at
tempting to respond to rapid and difficult political developments 
within the region. Insufficient sources from that period, and a lack 
of research have resulted in such a diversity of conflicting opinions -  
including that the state was the patrimony of the Grand Duke, the 
property of the entire dynasty, ruled by a diarchy, and established as 
a Grand Duchy as soon as it undertook the unification of Rus’ian 
lands -  that the formulation of more specific claims is impossible.

One of the most stable of the state institutions was the monarch. 
Mindaugas became sovereign of Lithuania, and according to his 
contemporaries, took up independent rule; his successors also were 
autocrats. Mindaugas was crowned King, but his successor did not 
inherit this title. Gediminas was also known as King (letphanorum 
ruthenorumque rex, princeps et dux Semigalliae). Sources call other 
leaders king, sovereign, or duke as well, but these titles had no 
ideological reference. Lithuania had a hierarchy of dukes, with a 
senior, grand duke at its head -  a structure which became clear back 
in the thirteenth century, when Lithuania was just forming, and ex
panding into Rush It was already being called a Grand Duchy, and 
its sovereign -  having lost the title of King -  was referred to as Grand 
Duke. The latter could consider the entire state to be his own prop
erty, for he was nominally the owner of all the lands, and could 
thereby endow territories to his kindred dukes, and grant lands to 
nobles; he was the supreme judge, perhaps even prophet. He re
cruited advisors, and had a council of prominent nobles, whose 
ranks grew during the latter half of the fourteenth century.

More is known about the other figures -  members of the Ge
diminas family -  within the realm of the sovereign. Their influence 
in state affairs appears to have been less under the first Gediminids,
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and increased as the state developed. As the sphere of sovereign 
rule grew, so did the need for greater family support. Which might 
suggest that the state was the property of the dynasty, and that the 
Grand Duke was powerless without the assent of the other dukes -  
an impression which is reinforced by the number of Gediminids 
actually included in state affairs. Gediminas, for example, had 7 or 
8 sons, and more than 30 grandchildren. During the latter half of 
the fourteenth century, approximately 40 Gediminids occupied 
state positions; impressive numbers notwithstanding, their rel
evance did ultimately vary.

The authority of the Grand Duke was handed down within the 
family, but the rules of inheritance are not known. It appears that 
transfer of power was not based on primogeniture; priority was 
given to the more prominent dukes who indicated an ability to 
govern affairs of state during the time of the sovereign’s rule. The 
position of these more distinguished dukes is very unclear. There are 
suggestions that the Gediminid state was a continuous diarchy -  
that the Grand Duke shared power with either a brother or a son, 
and that they exercised equal authority. A careful analysis, how
ever, of such pairings -  primarily of Algirdas (1345-1377) and his 
brother Kestutis -  shows that diarchy rule was unlikely in Lithua
nia. Algirdas would entrust Kystutis or another family member 
with authority and relative licence in certain state matters, includ
ing relations with foreigners. But the policies of the sovereign were 
always implemented. Kystutis is often mentioned alongside Algir
das, due to the significance of the western part of the state, the 
Trakai principality, for which he was responsible. The positions of 
Liubartas, another of Algirdas’ brothers, in Volynia, or of his sons, 
Vladimir in Kiev, and Andrei in Polotsk, were similar -  only their 
domains were not so important. Overall, the inclusion of Gedi
minids in loyal political affairs, as well as the provision of hold-
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ings, must have been one of the greater concerns of governing the 
state -  and could have been an important reason for Lithuania’s 
expansion into Rus’. The dynasty was not independent; it was a 
driving force behind political processes, and the instrument of the 
Grand Duke, who ordered his affairs in a patriarchal manner, with 
the aid of its more prominent members.

In the time of Gediminas, Vilnius became the state capital. Dur
ing the fourteenth century, it was a settlement with a complex 
structure, including the sovereign’s castles, and a centre with a 
multi-ethnic community of merchants and artisans, pagan temples, 
and Orthodox and Catholic churches. Vilnius evolved into a city 
of various nationalities, confessions, and social classes. It was im
portant in the life of the state that Vilnius was ruled only by the 
Grand Duke, and in times of conflict was won by whichever victo
rious duke .

By the end of the thirteenth, and during the fourteenth century, 
the state territory was essentially established throughout Lithua
nian, or more precisely, the Balt lands. All Lithuanian lands were 
united to form a Lithuanian state. By 1283, of the lands which had 
recognised the rule of Mindaugas, even if only nominally, Lithua
nia had lost Skalva, Nadruva, Klaipeda and environs; the lands of 
the Yotvingians remained within the state. In the north, Lithuania 
advanced into the lands of the Curonians, Semigallians, and 
Selonians; a fairly stable frontier was set up between Lithuanian 
and Livonian territories. In an analogous way, lands settled by 
Lithuanians also expanded, as did the assimilation of Balt lands 
which found themselves in the state of Lithuania. Alongside this, 
populations from lands which had been conquered by the Order -  
Curonians, Semigallians, Latvians, Selonians, Prussians (Barciai 
and others), Skalvians -  emigrated or were moved into Lithuania, 
and assimilated into the Lithuanian nation. As mentioned, the
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eastern expansion frontier was more stable, for the Rus’ian inva
sion into Lithuanian lands had been curtailed on that side.

The formation of the Lithuanian nation continued, as did the 
disappearance of cultural/tribal differences on Lithuanian lands. 
By the third century, all inhabitants of the state who spoke Li
thuanian were called Lithuanians. In Lithuania, sources differenti
ate Aukstaitija (Highlands) and Zemaitija which were more politi
cal than ethnic areas. The border between the two is not quite 
clear, though it is known that the Zemaitians occupied the western 
portion of Lithuanian lands. The development of the Zemaitians 
was greatly influenced by the fact that their lands had been trans
ferred to Livonia during 1253/1254-1260, and that they had a 
separate political life. Generally, old tribal ties were disappearing, 
and lands inherited from tribal times were diminishing; in their 
place emerged castle constituencies, territorial-administrative units 
of the state. For a while, there seemed to be no higher-level struc
tures uniting these castle constituencies. Only in 1337 is there men
tion, for the first time, of a Duke of Trakai, indicating that domain 
lands were at least divided into Vilnius and Trakai areas. There are 
no tribal criteria in effect here, this was simply an innovation from 
the time of the state. Both these areas constituted the nucleus of 
the Lithuanian state.

The most important factors both uniting the Lithuanians, and 
separating them from other nations, were their language and their 
religion. Paganism was their self-defence against attacks by the 
crusaders and the influence of the numerous Slavs within the state. 
Yet it also caused Lithuanian society to close itself off, and 
strengthened the wall between it and the achievements of Chris
tian civilisation. The nation had strong warrior and farmer classes, 
emerging artisans and merchants, but it lacked an intellectual 
class. The absence of writing, and the refusal to utilize the Chris-
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tian culture after repudiating its subjugating crusades, made it im
possible to create an effective system of registering, transmitting, 
and disseminating experience. This factor hindered the develop
ment of the nation’s structures, jeopardised its progress, and ne
cessitated change.

The GDL (Grand Duchy of Lithuania) in the lands of Rus’. An
other part of the state included the annexed lands of Rush Both in 
the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, the eastern neighbours of 
the GDL continued to be the divided principalities of Rus’, most of 
which were forced to recognise the suzerainty of the Golden 
Horde. For Lithuania this was both a temptation, and the means 
for expansion. Invasion into Rus’ was motivated by the state’s 
need to expand its territory, to strengthen its economic, demo
graphic, and military potential, and to resolve the dynasty’s internal 
affairs. Occupied Rus’ian and Lithuanian lands differed in their eth
nic make-up, religion, and socio-political evolution. These differ
ences formed a corresponding Lithuanian state policy, and influ
enced conditions within the GDL. Having inherited a Lithuanian 
state along with Black Rus’ and Polotsk, the Gediminids contin
ued to expand. There were wars against the stronger duchies of 
Galich-Volynia and Smolensk for frontier lands, and for the small 
lands of Turov-Pinsk, Novgorod-Severskiy, and Chernigov. Lithua
nia also annexed the duchies in the southern part of the land of 
Polotsk, either by force, or by a show of military strength. Smaller 
duchies were immediately incorporated into Lithuania; in the larger 
ones the Gediminids first took over the role of duke, and then ab
sorbed the lands into the GDL. The Gediminids collided with Tatar 
khans, and the suzerain Golden Horde in these lands. There was 
both compromise (Kiev paid a tax to the Horde throughout nearly 
the entire fourteenth century) and war (Lithuania was victorious in

53



the Battle of the Blue Waters in 1362) in their relations. In Galich- 
Volynia and Podolia, Lithuania clashed with Poland; unable to re
gain its lands in the west, Poland was also advancing into Rush 
The long conflict (1340-1392) which smothered a developing alli
ance against the Teutonic Order, resulted in their sharing those 
lands. In the east, Smolensk was either under, or evading, Lithua
nian domination. Farther east than that, there was a struggle be
tween Moscow, which was taking the lead, and Tver, which was 
supported by Lithuania, over the unification of North Eastern 
Rus’. Too much energy was wasted here, especially under Algirdas; 
Lithuania became too depleted to rapidly advance into Rus’, while 
Moscow grew in strength. During this period, Lithuania’s rela
tions with the Tatars, Poland, and even Moscow (notwithstanding 
Algirdas’ exploits), did not yet constitute war against these states 
on their own lands. Lithuania clashed with those who were mak
ing advances into the same lands (with perhaps the exception of 
Moscow, which was the unifier of Rus’ian lands), and fought 
battles on the territory of their objects of expansion.

Within the Rus’ian lands, Lithuania inherited the Orthodox 
Church. After the Mongol-Tatar ravages in Rus’, it had a difficult 
time recovering in the lands of the Lithuanian state. In 1299, its 
head, the Kiev Metropolitan, moved to North Eastern Rus’, and 
from there gave his unconditional support to Moscow. At home in 
Rus’ian lands, and loyal to Lithuania, the Orthodox Church 
would have been a force to unite these lands, and to consolidate 
the state. Throughout the fourteenth century, the grand dukes 
sought to have their own Orthodox metropolitanate, attempting 
to win the favour of the patriarchs in Constantinople, and to over
come the resistance of Moscow and the metropolitans of greater 
Rus’. The GDL had separate metropolitans during 1316-1330, 
1354-1361, and 1375-1389, but was unable to consistently main-
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tain its own GDL Orthodox Church, separate from the metropoli
tans of greater Rush

The annexed Rus’ian lands did not form a homogenous politi
cal-administrative body, and were not perceived as such. Small 
Rus’ian duchies had been united and partitioned at the will of the 
grand dukes, and had lost all elements of their former statehood. 
In some places, an influential local society -  the nobles and mer
chants of Polotsk and Vitebsk, families of princely origin, and the 
nobles of Volynia and Kiev -  joined the Gediminids in making 
those lands indivisible units. The Lithuanian sovereigns did not 
disrupt the developed social and state administrative structures 
which they found in Rus’; the Orthodox Church, the nobility, and 
lesser Rus’ian dukes were not removed. Only the local ducal thrones 
were usually occupied by Gediminids, though the latter did not be
come full-powered regional dunes (udel’nye kniazi). The Grand 
Duke often moved them from one holding to another; there were no 
inherited duchies. Gediminids, vice-regents of the sovereign grand 
dukes, represented Lithuanian interests in Rus’. At the same time, 
they and their Lithuanian entourage (soldiers and nobility) were in 
close contact with their subjects and the Orthodox Church, some
times adopted the faith, established families, and formed close ties 
with, and took up the concerns of the population in those lands. 
This small but influential political class, integrating the interests of 
the central powers and those of the Rus’ian lands, became an in
termediary between Lithuanian and Rus’ian nobles. However, the 
Lithuanian nobility, subject to, and increasingly in league (on the 
basis of common interests) with the fourteenth century dynasty, 
were the major support of the Gediminids, and politically, had the 
upper hand vis-a-vis the Rus’ian nobility. The latter preserved its 
social status in its own lands, and had political influence there, but 
did not take part in state policy or the formation of an administrative
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system. The Rus’ians were also weakened by the fact that they 
were merely the nobility of separate Rus’ian lands, and united only 
by two real forces -  the Grand Duke of Lithuania, and Orthodoxy.

The GDL underwent significant changes as it expanded into 
Rus’ian lands. During the latter half of the fourteenth century, the 
state included several times more Rus’ian than Lithuanian terri
tory. Certain of the Rus’ian lands were sparsely populated due ei
ther to unfavourable natural conditions (forests by the Middle 
Dnieper and the Berezina river-basin, marshland in the Pripet river- 
basin), or to attacks by the Tatars -  as in the Kiev lands and Podol. 
It was therefore unlikely that, despite the expanse of the area, the 
Rus’ian population had a numerical advantage over the Lithua
nians. Annexation of such huge territories was highly significant 
both for Lithuania, and for the Rus’ian lands -  which, for political 
and economic reasons, once again felt a need for unification into a 
single state. There were no political centres within the western Rus’ 
lands which could take this on, and thus they submitted easily to 
advances by the Lithuanians. Expansion into Rus’ian lands pro
vided the latter with an opportunity to supply the Gediminid fam
ily with holdings, without having to break up the nucleus of the 
state. Military conscription was also of great importance, and Li
thuania had Rus’ian detachments campaigning against the Tatars 
and the crusaders, and marching into other Rus’ian lands. At the 
same time, expansion did complicate relations with its neighbours, 
the Tatars and Poland, and its confrontations with Moscow were 
to develop into a major problem for Lithuania in the centuries to 
come. The GDL became a state with an ethnically and religiously 
heterogeneous population -  a factor which would also prove prob
lematic in the future.

Ethnic processes, both affected by, and influencing political 
changes, were taking place in the lands of Rus’. Settlements of Old
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Rus’ians, with their own ethnic Rus’ian tribal / land / principality 
differences, had not ceased forming during the time of Kievan 
Rush During the period in question, Rus’ian lands were intersected 
by the frontier between Lithuanian holdings and the lands of 
North Eastern Rus’; a portion of Rus’ian lands in the west ended 
up under the domain of Poland. The inhabitants of Rus’ian lands 
belonging to Lithuania were losing contact with North Eastern 
Rus’, and were moving closer to the peoples of an evolving Rus’sia. 
The Lithuanian state was consolidating its population within 
Rus’ian lands, but the process was apparently only happening on a 
regional level, not state-wide. Factors of state and religion, as well 
as a common written language were insufficient to totally unify 
the Volynians, Polotsk Kriviches, or the Rus’ians of the Upper Oka. 
There was an ongoing formation of Ukrainians and Ruthenians, a 
process accelerated by the Lithuanian-Polish frontier (established 
by the Union of Lublin in 1569) dividing their lands. During the 
thirteenth-sixteenth centuries, when referring to these lands in the 
context of Lithuanian history, there is as yet no basis for calling 
their inhabitants Ruthenians or Ukrainians, and the issue of their 
name is dealt with in various ways. For the sake of separating all 
those living on Lithuania’s Rus’ian lands from the Rus’ians of 
North Eastern Rus’/Rus’sia, we will henceforth call the former 
Ruthenians (and from later timer, Belorussian).

Historical studies sometimes state that the rulers of Lithuania 
unified -  “collected” -  the lands of Rus’, and that the state became 
a Lithuanian-Rus’ian state. The first notion is correct insofar as 
this “ collection” refers to annexation to the Lithuanian state of 
either peacefully occupied, or conquered Rus’ian lands. This “col
lection” is also sometimes understood to be the restoration of a 
Rus’ian state -  though there is no evidence of such aims on the 
part of the Lithuanian rulers. In 1358, Algirdas declared that all
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the lands of Rus’ should belong to Lithuania; the Gediminids sought 
to annex Rus’ian lands, not to restore a Rus’ian state by unifying 
them. Thus the notion of a Lithuanian-Rus’ian state is correct 
with respect to its ethno-religious make-up, but not with regard to 
its political structure. Gediminas was called “ King of Lithuania 
and of many Rus’ians” , but this title is not an indicator of equal 
rights for these lands. Lithuania was a state created by Lithua
nians, ruled by a Lithuanian dynasty, and politically upheld by a 
Lithuanian nobility. Ruthenian lands were subordinate, and per
ceived as many lands, not as a single body. They were united by 
their ethnic composition, by Orthodoxy, and above all, by the rule 
of Lithuania’s grand dukes. At the same time, there were clear ten
dencies, due to the spread of the idea of Lithuanian statehood in 
Ruthenian lands, towards a political rapprochement between the 
Lithuanian and Ruthenian nobility.

War with the crusaders. In 1283, according to chronicler Peter von 
Dusburg, the Teutonic Order completed its conquest of the Prus
sians, and began to attack Lithuania. This did not, however, mark 
the beginning of the war between Lithuania and the Order, it simply 
indicated a change in the political situation. With increasing sup
port from Catholic Europe, the Teutonic Order and Livonia pro
claimed the spread of Christianity throughout pagan lands, whilst 
endeavouring to expand their own state by conquering another, even 
pagan one -  i.e., Lithuania. In historiography, the forces attacking 
Lithuania are frequently called crusaders; intermingled here is an
other name for the Teutonic Order -  the Order of the Knights of the 
Sword -  and for their European collaborators against the Lithua
nians, also known as Crusaders, or the Knights of the Cross.

Lithuania’s war with the crusaders lasted for two centuries. We 
have described this war up to the end of the thirteenth, and it might
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be useful to know who attacked Lithuania during the fourteenth- 
into the beginning of the fifteenth. During the thirteenth century, 
the Orders succeeded in creating a state comprised of the state of 
the Teutonic Order on Prussian lands, those lands along the sea- 
coast captured in 1308 from Poland, as well as the lands of an 
autonomous Livonia. The administration, diplomatic corps, trea
sury, and church of this exceedingly militaristic state were all dedi
cated to war. At the start of the fifteenth century, the Teutonic 
Order had approximately 1,000 monks; the Livonian Order -  ap
proximately 500. Their absolute majority were of German descent, 
a factor ensuring support for the Order from the German lands. It 
was also reinforced by the universal powers of Europe -  the popes 
and German emperors. The former proclaimed crusades against 
Lithuania, and the latter provided them with material and political 
assistance; both declared Lithuania their endowment to the Order. 
War against Lithuania became the war of the knighthood of Catho
lic Europe. German and Scandinavian knights had already been 
assisting the Orders back in the thirteenth century. Their support 
resumed in 1304/1305, with journeys to the Order, and expeditions 
against Lithuania occurring each year until the Battle of Grunwald 
in 1410. The following is a list of the first expeditions by Euro
pean knights against Lithuania: Germany, 1304/1305; Bohemia, 
1315/1316; the Netherlands and England, 1328/1329; France, 
1335/1336; Spain, 1336/1337; Italy and Poland, 1343/1344; Hun
gary, 1344/1345; Denmark, 1346; Scotland, 1356; Portugal, 
13909. The most active were ordinary knights, titled dukes and 
kings from the lands of the Empire. The latter would arrive ac
companied by massive armies (King John of Bohemia brought 
1,600 soldiers with him in 1344/1345). The crusaders, inspired by

'' Paravicini W., Die Preussenreisen der europaischen Adels. Bd. 1, Sigmarinen, 1989.
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the idea of spreading Christianity, as well as by an opportunity to 
gain recognition and wealth, were in fact helping the Order to ex
pand its state; the crusades often became a chance to pillage and 
murder. Without them, the Order would not have managed to 
organise annual expeditions against Lithuania. The country was 
being attacked by all of Catholic Europe.

Europe’s last non-Christian state had no stable allies, though it 
did seek them out -  including successfully, for a brief time, in Livo
nia, where it took advantage of that state’s internal conflicts. Dur
ing the first quarter of the fourteenth century, it began an alliance 
with Poland, which was undergoing unification. This was also 
short-lived, for other interests divided the two countries. An alli
ance with pagans was not advantageous for Christian states, for 
they were subject to ideological-political pressures. Lithuania’s 
rulers even attempted to take advantage of offers made in the four
teenth century, to convert, and took the initiative in this respect in 
their struggle against the crusaders. It is difficult to say whether 
their negotiations for baptism were sincere, or merely an act of 
diplomacy; as a rule, they would break off once fundamental dif
ferences between the two parties became obvious. The manoeuvres 
were of little political benefit to Lithuania, but they did allow the 
Lithuanians to present their arguments, and to maintain at least 
incidental relations with Christian Europe, thereby moderating the 
burden of war.

War remained the most significant feature in relations between 
Lithuania and the Order. During the yearly major expeditions, and 
numerous predatory attacks by small bands of crusaders, the coun
try was pillaged, and its population murdered or taken captive. 
The Order built castles along the Nemunas River, but unlike in the 
Prussian lands or Livonia, here they were quickly destroyed. The 
crusaders also had a difficult time occupying the wooden Lithua-
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nian fortifications, which, if tom down, would soon be rebuilt. 
Aukaimis was attacked 4 times during 1285-1305, Veliuona 9 
times during 1292-1319. The Lithuanians also carried the war 
into enemy territory, with expeditions into the state of the Order 
and Livonia. They engaged in strategical battles, which they usu
ally won in the thirteenth century; their luck wavered somewhat in 
the fourteenth. At the end of the thirteenth -  first half of the four
teenth century, the crusaders mainly attacked Zemaitija, less often 
Grodno, or the centre of the state and Black Rush They commenced 
a fierce onslaught against the heart of Lithuania in 1362 by destroy
ing Kaunas Castle, and from then on consistently marched towards 
Vilnius and Trakai. The Livonian Order ravaged Northern Lithua
nia, and the lands of the Lithuanians, Polotsk, and Black Rus’ 
joined the struggle against the crusaders. A wilderness (Wildnis) 
emerged at the border with the state of the Order and Livonia; its 
population diminished, and returned to extensive farming.

The most important task in the organisation and economy of 
the constantly attacked state of Lithuania was to meet the de
mands of war. The basis of Lithuania’s military force was com
prised of universally conscripted nobles, both from the Lithua
nian lands, and brought by the Gediminids from Rus’. When the 
enemy invaded the country, all men were bound to come to its 
defence. Castles, most of them made of wood, were an important 
defence element. They were guarded by garrisons from the dis
trict, with all men from the environs gathering to protect them 
in times of danger. The most solid network of castles stood in the 
Vilnius and Trakai districts, and in Zemaitija. In the fourteenth 
century, several brick castles were erected in the centre of the 
state and in its immediate surroundings -  Vilnius, Trakai, Kau
nas, and elsewhere. Defending the country stretched the resources 
of the entire society and state, and it was not by accident that
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during the thirteenth-fourteenth centuries, Lithuania was called a 
military monarchy.

Lithuania managed to withstand attacks by the Teutonic Order 
and its allies from Europe for a long time. In contrast to Livonia 
and the Prussian lands, here the crusaders encountered state- 
organised resistance, with the rulers of the Gediminid dynasty ral
lying the forces of the nation, society, and state. Nevertheless, the 
war with the crusaders took many human lives, incurred great eco
nomic loss, and curtailed the development of the society. The cru
saders had tried to isolate Lithuania from Europe, and the state 
itself increased this isolation, for in defending its independence, it 
stubbornly kept its own faith. Under the pretext of baptism, it oc
casionally managed to make contact with the Catholic world. 
These were simply episodes in the war, but they did force Europe s 
political powers to recognise the existence of a Lithuanian state.

Gediminid rule: political history. The actions of the Lithuanian 
rulers from the Gediminid dynasty, and of Lithuanian society, were 
determined by the previously noted factors and processes -  i.e., by 
relations with their neighbours, but even more significantly, by the 
evolution of social relations, the state, cultural influences, and the 
formation of a Lithuanian nation. The following is a sequence of 
interrelated events from the end of the thirteenth century to the 
eve of Christianization at the end of the fourteenth century.

The poorly documented period of the 1280s does not reveal the 
origins of the dynasty which was later to be named after Gedi- 
minas. There is no mention in the sources of a struggle for power, 
or of discord in Lithuania; apparently the change of sovereigns 
was a peaceful one. It is known that in 1295, the throne was inher
ited from Pukuveras (Budvydas), by his son Vytenis (1295-1316). 
At the end of the thirteenth century, Lithuania’s primary concern
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was its war with the crusaders. The struggle was waged on two 
fronts: in Livonia, where unsuccessful support for the rebelling 
Semigallians forced the latter to lay down their arms, and along 
the Nemunas River, where the Order systematically organised at
tacks. The Order advanced into Zemaitija, and the lands of Li
thuania became a permanent battle arena. Vytenis also was mostly 
preoccupied with relations with the Orders. In Livonia, he discov
ered allies in the enemy camp; he supported the Archbishop and 
City of Riga, and fought with them against the Order in 1298 and 
in 1305-1310. The increasing frequency and magnitude of crusa
des against southern Zemaitija and along the Nemunas River -  
often 2-3 times a year -  weakened the resolve of the Zemaitian 
magnates to fight, and forced Vytenis to consolidate sovereign au
thority. His brother Gediminas succeeded in restoring order in Ze
maitija. Lithuania was on the defence until 1308, at which time it 
once again resumed forays into the state of the Order. A simulta
neous cessation of attacks against Poland could have been due to 
an agreement between Vytenis and Wladislaw Lokieten, unifier of 
Poland, to present a united front against the Order.

As successor to Vytenis, Gediminas (1316-1341) began an ac
tive expansion (forged by political marriages) into Rus’. His son 
Algirdas inherited the throne of Vitebsk by marriage to the local 
duchess. Another son, Liubartas, wed the Duchess of Volynia, and 
sought access to Galich-Volynian lands. Gediminas’ daughter M a
ria married Dimitrii, Duke of Tver. Teofil, an Orthodox metro
politan, was appointed in the GDL in 1316. War with the crusad
ers continued in the west, with the Order organising attacks 
annually, causing Lithuania to respond with four of its own forays 
into the state of the Order in 1322-1323.

Gediminas undertook a great diplomatic campaign in 1323. 
With the support of Riga, he sent letters to the Pope and the Hansa
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cities, informing them of his readiness to be baptised, together with 
all of Lithuania, and telling them that the major obstacle to this 
effect was aggression on the part of the Teutonic Order. His letters 
also invited colonists — merchants and artisans, knights and farm
ers — to Lithuania, with promises of the same conditions as they 
had in Europe. An understanding that long-term political gains 
could only be achieved if one became a member of the Christian 
world accompanied his attempt to abolish Lithuania’s political iso
lation. Gediminas was also interested in modernising the state, and 
developing it economically. In the summer of 1324 the Pope finally 
approved Gediminas’ wish to be baptised, but his envoys found 
things changed in Vilnius when they arrived there in the autumn of 
that same year -  Gediminas wished to maintain peace with the 
Order, but now refused to be baptised. Apparently he understood 
that neither the Pope, nor the Archbishop of Riga -  who had coun
tenanced the baptism -  could protect Lithuania against the war- 
hungry Order. The resistance of the pagans was of utmost impor
tance, and since Rus’ was not in favour of a Catholic baptism 
either, Gediminas decided not to jeopardise the stability of the 
state.

All the same, his pro-Christian action had been of some benefit, 
for it resulted in a four-year armistice between Lithuania and the 
Order. Lithuania’s situation was strengthened by successful devel
opments in relations with the northern lands of Rus’ -  Pskov and 
Novgorod. A treaty with Poland against the Order, signed in 1325, 
was also very important. It was consolidated by the marriage of 
Gediminas’ daughter, Aldona, to Casimir, successor to the Polish 
throne. In 1326, Lithuania marched against Brandenburg, together 
with Poland, which supported the Pope’s struggle against the Em
peror. By negotiating with and supporting the Pope, forming an 
armistice with the Teutonic Order, and an alliance with Poland
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and the Archbishop of Riga, Lithuania under Gediminas became a 
participant in European politics, and for a time overcame its po
litical isolation. The crusaders attacked Lithuania again in 1328. 
The Order defeated the Archbishop and Riga in Livonia, and Li
thuania lost its allies. Its victories motivated the Order to obtain a 
document from Emperor Louis IV of Bavaria in 1337, granting it 
all of occupied Lithuania. The document disclosed the Order’s true 
aims, but its attacks subsided in 1340.

During its wars against the Order, Lithuania advanced along a 
broad front toward the upper reaches of the Dvina, and the Dniepr 
rivers, into Rusk In the north Algirdas held Vitebsk; in the south, 
Kiev had been occupied prior to 1331 by Gediminas’ brother, 
Fedor. The land of Turov-Pinsk was annexed, and Gediminas’ in
fluence expanded within the lands of Seversk. The land of Smo
lensk found itself manoeuvring between Moscow and Lithuania. 
In north-eastern Rus’, Gediminas supported Tver in its struggles 
against Moscow. Lithuania annexed Podlachia in the south-west. 
After the death, in 1340, of Gediminas’ son-in-law Boleslaw Yury, 
Duke of Galich-Volynia, Lithuania became embroiled in conflict 
over his holdings. It also continued its long-term confrontations 
with Rus’.

Gediminas died in 1341. It is known that before his death he 
had invited Franciscan friars from Bohemia, for the purpose of 
being baptised. This attempt also failed, for the friars were assassi
nated. During his reign, Gediminas had succeeded in repelling at
tacks by the crusaders without the loss of Lithuanian lands, and 
had managed to surmount Lithuania’s political isolation for a pe
riod of several years. He was well aware of the opportunities that 
Christianization offered, and sought to take advantage of them. 
But he did not succeed in being baptised, nor in modernising the 
state, for society was not yet ready to accept such measures. By

65



expanding into Rus’, Lithuania was able to rally more forces for 
its most important task -  war against the crusaders. However, at 
the end of Gediminas’ rule, Lithuania did become entangled in long
term, exhausting struggles with the other claimants to Rus’ian 
lands -  Moscow, Poland, and Hungary. Within the state itself, 
alongside the authority of the grand duke there emerged a group 
of Gediminid dukes eager to participate in the life of the state, and 
sovereign rule thus became a more complicated affair -  as experi
enced by Gediminas’ successor.

Lithuanian annals note that Gediminas partitioned the state 
among his seven sons, and that Vilnius and the throne of the grand 
duke went to Jaunutis (1341-1345); little is known of his achieve
ments. Jaunutis’ brothers -  Algirdas, Kestutis, Liubartas -  were 
apparently much more active in Rus’. In the winter of 1344/1345, 
the Order organised an attack, together with the kings of Bohemia 
and Hungary, against Lithuania. This threat ostensibly motivated 
Kestutis to occupy Vilnius, arrest Jaunutis, and invite Algirdas to 
take over the throne.

Rule by Algirdas (1345-1377) commenced at a time when wars 
against the crusaders were being initiated by Lithuania (1345-1347). 
Expeditions into the state of the Order were jointly organised by 
Algirdas and Kystutis, which would indicate that their coup had 
been accepted. Algirdas established a strong hold in Vilnius and the 
entire state, and the threat of the heart of the state being divided 
vanished, although Trakai and Zemaitija, along with Podlachia, 
remained under the domain of Kestutis. Conditions for the state 
depended on good relations between the two brothers, and sources 
attest to their mutual co-operation and accord. Lithuania could 
not have held out on so many fronts without solidarity -  any form 
of separatism would have meant suicide. Algirdas had inherited a 
huge state, along with difficult relations with its many neighbours.
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The four areas of tension included: the lands of Lithuania and other 
western regions subject to attacks by the crusaders; the river-basins 
of the Upper Dnieper and its left tributaries, a focus of Lithuanian 
expansion and its rivalry with Moscow; the wooded steppes of the 
Middle Dnieper, formerly under the domain of the Tatars; the land 
of Galich-Volynia, a point of conflict between Lithuania, Poland, 
and Hungary. Successful co-ordination of the state’s activities over 
such a wide expanse and with so many partners could only be 
accomplished by a strong ruler who was not subordinate to the 
other members of the dynasty, but able to turn to them for sup
port. Algirdas was such a ruler -  and Kestutis was his most promi
nent ally. The latter ruled over the western spheres of the state, 
organised attacks against the crusaders, as well as the daily affairs 
of defence, and sent troops to spread tension into the state of the 
Order. Kestutis was at his brother’s side, and often at the head of 
the troops during major attacks by the crusaders, and on impor
tant expeditions into the state of the Order, or into Rus’. His work 
and responsibilities gave Kestutis so much independence that his 
contemporaries considered him equal to Algirdas. Liubartas oper
ated within the narrower arena of Galich-Volynia, and fought 
against Poland and Hungary, while acknowledging Algirdas’ supe
riority, and co-operating with Kestutis. Polotsk was ruled by Al
girdas’ son Andrei; his other sons and nephews were included in 
the life of the state during the latter half of the fourteenth century.

In 1348, Lithuania suffered defeat against the crusaders in the 
Battle of Streva, lost its influence in Novgorod and Pskov, was ham
pered by Moscow in its attempts to establish good relations with the 
Tatars, and fell victim to attacks by Casimir, King of Poland, on 
domains held by Liubartas. It seemed that Lithuania was suddenly 
beset by catastrophes. There also emerged new initiators for the 
Christianization of Lithuania: in 1349, King Casimir acquired a
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papal bull for Lithuania’s baptism, as well as a king’s crown for 
Kestutis. In 1351, during a joint Polish-Hungarian attack against 
the Lithuanians, Kestutis was once again offered baptism and the 
crown. He appeared to give his consent, but immediately recalled 
his agreement. The negotiations were ill-prepared, and were seen 
as either an attempt to agitate relations between Algirdas and Kes
tutis, or a desire to take advantage of Lithuania’s Christianization 
by the Poles and the Hungarians in their struggle for Galich-Vo- 
lynia. Fighting ceased in 1352, when an armistice gave Volynia to
Liubartas, and Galich to Poland.

Algirdas regained the initiative in the east, despite obstruction by 
Moscow. After successfully establishing Lithuania s Orthodox met
ropolitan (1354-1361), he once again, in the mid-1350s, took to 
incorporating Rus’ian lands. Encircled as it was by Lithuanian do
mains, Smolensk acknowledged his rule; his sons and nephews were 
invested as dukes in the lands of Chernigov and Novgorod-Se- 
verskiy. In 1362 Algirdas organised an expedition into the Dnieper 
steppes, where he defeated the ruling Tatars in the Battle of the Blue 
Waters. Kiev, under the rule of Algirdas’ son Vladimir, became en
tirely subordinate to Lithuania, while Podolia was taken over by his 
nephews the Karijotid. Wide-spread operations in Rus’ were also 
possible because the crusaders, rather than taking advantage of their 
victory at the Battle of Streva, organised fewer -  only 18 -  expedi
tions against Lithuania in 1345-1361. During this period, the Li
thuanians retaliated in their turn, and also did not refrain from deal
ing the first blow. This situation can be explained by the firm resolve 
of Algirdas and Kestutis not to submit to the crusaders, by restruc
turing within the Order, and by the plague sweeping the western 
countries. The question of christianizing Lithuania re-emerged, with 
the initiative coming in 1357 from Emperor Charles IV. In 1358, 
Algirdas laid out the following demands in return for Lithuania’s
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conversion: that all of the patrimonial lands of its sovereigns, 
which had been occupied by the Order, be returned; that a large 
part of the state of the Teutonic Order and Livonia, as well as all 
of Rus’, belong to Lithuania; that the Order be moved to the 
Rus’ian steppes, to defend its Christians against the Tatars. These 
conditions were seen as the political program underlying the ac
tivities of the Gediminids up to the time of the Christianization of 
Lithuania. Algirdas had demanded the maximum -  without the 
forces necessary to implement his requests. He ruined the negotia
tions for baptism, and for any change in Lithuania’s position 
within the region; in this case, his actions had been short-sighted.

The Grand Master of the Order, Winrich von Kniprode, in
creased the assault against Lithuania. In 1362 the crusaders de
stroyed Kaunas Castle, during 1364-1365 reconnoitred the roads 
into the heart of the state, and in 1367 reached Trakai. Lithuania 
was under great threat, with the crusaders attacking its western 
lands, and marching increasingly closer to Vilnius and Trakai; ex
ceptionally strong campaigns took place in 1375 and 1377. The 
Livonian Order as well was organising expeditions towards the ap
proaches into Vilnius. The number of campaigns is impressive: dur
ing the period 1362-1382, the Teutonic Order attacked Lithuania 
56 times, the Livonian Order -  22 times. As well as destroying Kau
nas, Veliuona, and other castles by the Nemunas, the crusaders 
erected their own fortifications along the river, thereby reviving an 
old tactic for capturing foreign lands. Although retaliatory forays 
could have stopped the crusaders, in 1370 Algirdas and Kystutis lost 
at Rudau. The growing threat from the West was accompanied by 
Lithuania’s becoming once again entangled in its war with Rus’. 
Moscow rallied its allies and consolidated, while Algirdas marched 
against it in 1368, 1370, 1372, in his attempt to assist the Duke of 
Tver, who sought to occupy the Muscovite held throne of the Grand



Duke of Vladimir. Algirdas was able to reach Moscow, but never 
to capture the Kremlin. These campaigns served only to divert 
forces away from the front against the crusaders, to strengthen 
Moscow’s authority, and to reveal that Lithuania’s easy penetra
tion of Rus’ was over. Lithuania found itself in a difficult situation 
in the mid-1370s.

Algirdas died in May 1377. He had been a highly energetic 
military leader, able to take on the affairs of a huge state. Both he 
and Kestutis relied more on arms than diplomacy, and although 
they understood the importance of Christianity, they both re
mained pagans. They were very effective in concrete situations, 
but the plan of 1358 had been impossible to implement. Initially 
Algirdas achieved many victories both in Rus’ and in the struggle 
against the crusaders, but towards the end of his rule he encoun
tered a great crisis as pressure from the crusaders increased enor
mously, and as expansion into Rus’ came up against the Rus’ian 
state of Moscow. A significant reason for the encountered diffi
culties included political and cultural conservatism, which led to 
isolation and blocked the country’s modernisation. This conser
vatism was an outcome of aggression on the part of the crusad
ers, and the means to shake it off were never found. Algirdas’ 
chief gains were his resistance against attacks by the crusaders, 
and his ability, after unifying Gediminid interests, to retain a 
united state.

A new politics: Christianization of Lithuania and Union with 
Poland. During the period 1377-1382, the situation for the state 
of Lithuania was most affected by Kestutis, and the eldest son 
from Algirdas’ second marriage, Jogaila. Algirdas bequeathed the 
throne of grand duke to Jogaila, who was supported by Kestutis. 
Jogaila’s relations with his step-brothers from Algirdas’ first mar-
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riage, however, developed differently. Unhappy with Jogaila’s 
rise, Andrei -  the Duke of Polotsk -  and Dimitri Algirdinian 
withdrew to the side of Moscow. With the help of a foreign state, 
members of the ruling dynasty sought to achieve their own po
litical goals, thereby revealing a growing crisis within the state 
and dynasty.

At the same time, Jogaila decided to attempt new relations with 
the Order; in 1379 he sent his brother Skirgaila to the West in 
order to discuss possibilities of Christianization. A truce with the 
Order was signed in 1380. Jogaila then attempted to take advan
tage of tense relations between Moscow and the Golden Horde. 
He marched to assist the Tatars, but did not reach the decisive 
Battle of Kulikovo Pole in time, with the result that the victorious 
Muscovite Duke Dimitrii strengthened his own authority as uni
fier of Rus’. For the sake of Lithuania’s interests in Rus’, Jogaila 
was inclined to abandon the war with the crusaders, and there
fore to seek a compromise with the Order. His stance opposed 
Kestutis’ resolve not to submit to the crusaders -  even at the risk 
of weakening the situation with Rus’. These new relations be
tween Jogaila and the Order, as well as failures in Rus’, and in
trigues on the part of the Order, laid the foundation for internal 
conflict. In 1381, Kestutis conquered Vilnius and the throne of 
Grand Duke; Jogaila was given rule of Kreva and Vitebsk, which 
had once belonged to his father. Andrei returned to Polotsk, and 
it seemed that Kestutis had established himself in Lithuania. He 
renewed the struggle against the Order, and showed that consoli
dated resistance was possible. However, his policy of fighting to 
the death became unsustainable. Jogaila quickly gained support, 
Kystutis’ brothers began to revolt against him, and in June 1382, 
the people of Vilnius, led by the merchant Hanul, allowed Jo 
gaila’s soldiers to enter the city. Jogaila retrieved the throne as
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Grand Duke, and arrested Kestutis and his son Vytautas in an un
derhanded manner. Kestutis was imprisoned and later found dead 
in the Castle of Kreva; Vytautas escaped and surrendered to the 
Order in 1382.

The conflict between the two dukes had been many-sided. They 
struggled both for authority, and for political direction. Kestutis 
sought to fight the crusaders to the death; he rallied all his forces 
to that end, rejecting the possibility of Christianization, and refus
ing to consider compromises, regardless of the losses. Jogaila un
derstood the advantage of Christianization, and began striving for 
peace with the Order, despite unclear perspectives due to its ag
gressiveness. He also considered Rus’ an important ally for the 
dynasty. Theirs could be called a conflict of generations, even 
though Jogaila’s contemporary, Vytautas, stood on the side of his 
father. His defection to the Order showed that he was not politi
cally conservative, and that the essence of his conflict with Jogaila 
was a struggle for power.

The death of Kestutis marked the end of a first stage in domestic 
struggles. Many other events of great consequence to Lithuania 
also occurred within the region in 1382. Among them was the 
death in September of King Louis of Hungary and Poland, an event 
which signalled the end of a union between these two states. His 
daughter Jadwiga was declared heir to the Polish throne, and the 
nobles who held authority in the country began searching for a 
useful husband, in an attempt to improve the situation for a Po
land left without allies. Meanwhile the Tatars ravaged Moscow, 
and the results of the Battle of Kulikovo Pole became totally mean
ingless. All of the above events strengthened Jogaila’s position, and 
made him, though still a pagan, an influential ruler in the region.

In October, Jogaila promised the Order (to which he ceded Ze- 
maitija as far as the Dubysa River) that he, together with all of
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Lithuania, would become Christian. Once he regained power, how
ever, Jogaila broke his promise, thereby causing a renewed out
break of war in 1383. Vytautas, who was baptised in the state of 
the Order, rallied his supporters, made a pact with the Zemaitians, 
and marched against Lithuania. Although Jogaila’s power was in
creasing, the situation in Lithuania, with its growing internal dis
integration and Gediminid crisis, continued to become more diffi
cult. Both Jogaila, in 1382, and Vytautas, in 1383-1384, sought 
support from the Order -  Lithuania’s strongest and most consis
tent enemy. Forced to make political compromises, both Dukes in 
essence were serving the Order they had formed alliances with. 
Ultimately, however, events unfolded to reveal that their actions 
were simply daring tactical manoeuvres: neither was prepared to 
sacrifice Lithuania’s statehood, and in the end they succeeded in 
reaching mutual agreements. This also happened in 1384, when 
Jogaila promised to give back the lands which had belonged to 
Kestutis, to Vytautas. The latter returned to Lithuania, after de
stroying several of the Order’s castles along the Nemunas River.

In Lithuania, he found Jogaila attempting to consolidate the 
state, and therefore negotiating with Muscovite Duke Dimitrii for 
the hand of his daughter in marriage -  accompanied by Christian
ity in the form of Orthodoxy, a move which would have acknowl
edged Moscow’s superiority. This plan, like collaboration with the 
Order, was only a tactical game; Jogaila in fact chose Poland, 
which needed a king and allies, as well as the honour of initiating 
Lithuania’s Christianization. Polish nobles began making contact 
in the autumn of 1384, envoys followed one after another, the Pol
ish royal council and Jadwiga’s mother, Queen Elizabeth of Hun
gary, supported Jogaila, and early in 1386, Polish envoys brought 
him recognition as King. Jogaila entered Cracow with his escort, 
was baptised, acquired the name of Wladislaw, married Jadwiga,
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was crowned King of Poland on March 4, 1386, and signed a per
sonal union between Lithuania and Poland.

In the mind of historians, a wedding pact which Jogaila had 
already proclaimed in Kreva on August 14, 1385, has become one 
of the most controversial documents regarding Lithuanian-Polish 
relations. It has been considered a state alliance and an act of 
union, although other researchers have also seen it as simply one 
of the wedding contracts. On the basis of models of relationships 
between both states, its designation as a state alliance usually al
leges incorporation of Lithuania into the Kingdom of Poland. By 
this pact, Jogaila had promised to undertake baptism, and to join 
(applicare) Lithuania to the Kingdom of Poland. Applicare was 
understood as the incorporation of Lithuania into Poland. Results 
of the latest studies, however, show that the Act of Kreva was but 
one part of the negotiations, which were completed and confirmed 
by Jogaila’s marriage with Jadwiga, and that there are no claims 
expressing incorporation in the Act itself10. No additional state 
contracts were necessary, for the states were joining to form a com
bined monarchy -  not the one state of Poland -  under the one 
ruler, Jogaila.

The most important marriage stipulation was the baptism of 
Jogaila, and of Lithuania. Early in 1387, Jogaila, together with 
Vytautas and the other Gediminids, undertook the Christianization 
of Lithuania -  in the presence of Polish clergy, but not the Polish 
church. The Catholic faith was invested in Lithuania within a very 
brief time; only Zemaitija remained unbaptized. The state of Li-

10 1385 m. rugpjiicio 14 d. Krevos aktas [The Act of Kreva], compiled by J. Kiaupiene, 
Vilnius, 2002, esp.: S.C. Rowell, „Krevos aktas: diplomatijos ir diplomatikos apzval- 
ga“ , p. 64-78; Kiaupiene J., „Akt krewski z 14 sierpnia 1385 r.: gdzie kryje si? prob
lem -  w dokumencie czy w jego interpretacjach?", Kwartalnik Historyczny, Roczn. 
CVIII, 2001, zesz. 4, p. 47-62.
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thuania had formally become a Christian country, and its religious 
differences vis-a-vis the rest of Europe were erased. The baptism 
was recognised by Pope Urban VI, but declared invalid by the Or
der, which felt its justification for attacking Lithuania to be slip
ping out of its hands.

The century of rule by the pagan Gediminid family had been a 
significant one for Lithuania, for during that time the state of Li
thuania was established throughout Lithuanian lands, and follow
ing the annexation of Rus’ lands, became an influential power in 
the region. The Lithuanian nation, which had created this state, 
again became a player in the historic processes of Europe. How
ever, without accepting Christianity (basically not having the con
ditions to do so as a result of the aggressive policies adopted by its 
potential converters), it continued to remain isolated. Paganism 
helped it to survive and to preserve its ethnocultural identity, but 
hindered modernisation of the state and society, and prevented it 
from learning from the experience of other countries. Lithuania 
managed to defend its lands against aggression by the crusaders, 
but by the latter half of the fourteenth century, these measures had 
created a political inertia; overcoming its political and cultural iso
lation did not, and could not -  due to politics as wielded by the 
Order -  become a realistic plan of action adopted by its rulers. In 
addition, the country’s forces had been dispersed throughout a 
massive area, and the annexation of Rus’ lands, though useful 
from an economic and military point of view, began to create prob
lems: they became an object of dynastic dissent, and increased con
frontation with a steadily strengthening Moscow. In the west, 
Lithuania was in danger of losing the war against the crusaders, 
.ind of being conquered by the Order. At the turn of the 1370s, the
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state was shaken by domestic wars between members of the dy
nasty, and their attempts to protect their own interests with the 
help of neighbouring rulers who were hostile to Lithuania itself. 
The nation’s greatest achievement -  the state -  was under threat of 
annihilation.

The new generation of Lithuanian society and rulers looked for 
a way out of the crisis. The solution came in the form of Jogaila 
uniting Lithuania and Poland by means of a personal union in 
1386, and the Christianization of Lithuania in 1387. Its union with 
Poland -  the long-term significance of which would emerge later, 
and will be discussed in more detail -  was a very important factor 
in Lithuania’s political situation at that time. The importance of its 
baptism was apparent immediately. Having chosen a western ver
sion of Christianity -  Catholicism -  Lithuania proclaimed itself, af
ter 200 years, once again to be entering the arena of European 
states, and its political situation underwent essential changes. Bap
tism opened the way for the achievements of Christian civilisation 
and culture to enter Lithuania.
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C H A P T E R  2

From Vytautas to the Jagiellonian 

Dynasty, and Unifications

2.1. Jogaila and Vytautas

Jogaila in Lithuania, and the first decade of rule by Vytautas. The
first years of rule by Jogaila essentially changed Lithuania’s posi
tion in the region, as well as conditions within the region itself. 
Previously surrounded by hostile states, Lithuania acquired an ally 
in its struggle against the Order, when Jogaila by his person united 
the institutions of King of Poland and Grand Duke of Lithuania. 
After Christianization, Lithuania became a member of the Euro
pean family of nations, and acquired the means to avail itself of 
the achievements of Christian civilisation, which it integrated into 
the life of the state and society. This life began to undergo funda
mental reforms.

Jogaila was faced with handling the different needs of both 
states. The most important task for Lithuania was its Chris
tianization. The Pope appointed as his direct subordinate, the Pol
ish Franciscan, Andrzei, Bishop of Vilnius. In 1387, the population 
underwent baptism, and Vilnius acquired a stone cathedral and its 
first parishes. Christianization brought immense changes to soci
ety. The Bishop was granted a part of Vilnius, and holdings in the 
country, both of which were exempt from duties and taxes to the
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sovereign. The Catholic Church had legal and economic immu
nity, and its presence alongside the Orthodox Church was a privi
leged one. Catholic nobles also acquired partial immunity. Jogaila 
confirmed their patrimonial right to lands within their domain -  
though their property did remain within sovereign jurisdiction, 
and was not exempt from certain duties. Since the dukes needed 
support for their domestic wars, the role of the nobles began to 
increase in the life of the state. They grew stronger both economi
cally and politically, with the dukes increasingly seeking their ad
vice, and choosing them as administrators, etc. Although the Privi
leges granted to the nobility in 1387 were considered the beginning 
of the legitimisation of a noble class, they only applied to Lithua
nian Catholics -  not to the Ruthenian Orthodox population. The 
granting of Privileges to the Lithuanians revealed a lack of equal 
rights for the Ruthenians. In 1387, the Vilnius urban community 
was granted self-government under the rights of Magdeburg. This 
could have also initiated the legitimisation of a bourgeois class, 
but self-government was slow to spread among the towns (at the 
beginning of the fifteenth century, it was only granted to Brest, 
Kaunas, and Trakai), and therefore remained unregistered as such.

Due to its connection with Poland, the Christianization of Li
thuania raised the prestige of both states within Europe. Poland 
gained the fact of a power in crisis being resolved, a ruler with 
strong support beyond its own frontiers, an opportunity to utilise 
the resources of that support, i.e., the state of Lithuania, an ally in 
its struggle against the Order, and an inroad into Lithuania’s terri
tories for its expanding nobility. After winning the Battle of Ku- 
likovo Pole, Moscow’s endeavour to take over the initiative in its 
relations with Lithuania, and to support certain rebellious Gedi- 
minids against central rule, came up against Lithuania in the pro
cess of reform. That and its own defeat at the hands of the Tatars
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brought Moscow to a brief halt. At the same time, the Teutonic 
Order did not approve of developments in Lithuania; it took ad
vantage of the inert perception of Christianization prevalent in Eu
rope, claiming that it was not entirely successful (Zemaitija re
mained outside its realm), and generally ignoring it, continuing to 
attack Lithuania and seeking if not to conquer it, then at least to 
occupy Zemaitija and to unite the lands of both of its own branches. 
The new attributes of the state of Lithuania, and state relations in 
the region were just forming; innovations appeared one after an
other, and there were many confrontations and intermingling of 
new and old.

The latter was clearly visible in Lithuania’s internal develop
ments, which were greatly influenced by Poland and the Order. 
Jogaila spent much of his time in Poland, which created problems 
in governing Lithuania. The Gediminids were discontent, and Vy- 
tautas especially was active in creating state centres in Lutsk and 
Grodno, as well as maintaining relations with the other leaders. 
Concerned for his own authority, Jogaila appointed his brother 
Skirgaila his lieutenant in Lithuania, and sent Polish officials and 
castle garrisons to the country in 1389. The dissatisfied Lithuanian 
nobles increased their support for Vytautas, who led an unsuccess
ful attempt to take Vilnius by force that year. He subsequently 
again sought refuge with the Order, which agreed to defend him, 
and whose superiority he acknowledged. War broke out, and Vy
tautas and Jogaila both sought the assistance of military force from 
the other states -  from the Order and Poland. The struggle had 
victories and losses on both sides, and the lands of Lithuania were 
ravaged. Jogaila’s position was more difficult, for he was leading 
loreigners -  the Poles -  into Lithuania; they were unable to defend 
it against the attacks by Vytautas and the crusaders, but with the 
nobles deserting to the other side, Jogaila had only their strength
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to rely on. Vytautas rallied his allies, made a pact with the Ze- 
maitians, forced the Order to acknowledge his position, and was 
allowed to govern castles along the Nemunas River. Jogaila s situ
ation was also challenged by discontent among the Polish nobles 
regarding Lithuanian affairs dominating his politics, and by the 
tense situation in Rus’, where an anti-Polish coalition was forming 
amongst the Order, Bohemia, Hungary, and Muscovite Grand Duke 
Vasilii I, who had married Sofia, the daughter of Vytautas. Seeking 
to preserve the Polish throne and to stop the war which was de
stroying his patrimonial lands, in 1392 Jogaila offered Vytautas 
the role of his lieutenant in Lithuania, and the Dukedom of Trakai.

Jogaila and Vytautas met in Astravas in August 1392. There 
Vytautas acknowledged Jogaila’s suzerainty, reclaimed Trakai, and 
received the right to rule all of Lithuania, as well as to be titled 
Duke of Lithuania. The position of lieutenant separated the Li
thuanian and Polish affairs which had overlapped within Jogaila’s 
rule, and became a barrier against Polish authority being invested 
in Lithuania. Unlike Skirgaila, Vytautas immediately took up an 
independent course of action. He was given an immense state to 
rule, one which had been shaken by initiated reforms, and by do
mestic wars supported by foreign states. Although there was dis
content in the outlying territories, he first had to attend to affairs 
at the centre. State integrity and centralised authority were being 
threatened by regional Gediminid dukes, who had consolidated 
their power during the times of unrest. Initially with Jogaila s ap
proval, and soon at his own discretion, Vytautas began to expel 
them from their holdings. The dynastic and political crisis made 
this task somewhat easier, for during the times of internal strife, 
the dukes had frequently changed sides, sought refuge with foreign 
rulers, and rejected state authority, especially when its centre trans
ferred to Poland. The crisis at a physical level was also to his ad-
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vantage, for the number of Gediminids began to diminish, with 
some dying in battle, and others leaving no heirs. Freed positions 
were occupied by the nobles surrounding Vytautas. He increased 
the authority of the magnates, and gave Lithuanian nobles both 
land and subjects. From their ranks arose his closest advisors, dis
trict lieutenants, and central governing officials; their influence 
and property grew accordingly. There formed a Council to the 
Grand Duke, made up of the most influential nobles, Church hier
archy, and the occasional Gediminid. The structure and duties of 
the Council were not yet fixed, but it did exist. The nobility and its 
hierarchy began to take on the role of the ruler’s most important 
allies in the state.

Despite all of the changes, Lithuania continued warring on two 
separate fronts. In the east, Vytautas took advantage of disagree
ments amongst the duchies of North Eastern Rus’, and in 1395 
annexed Smolensk; his authority was recognised by certain of the 
dukes from the Upper Oka. An attack by the crusaders in 1394 was 
repelled at the same time. Vytautas sought to implement diplomatic 
measures in dealing with the Order, and then became involved in 
affairs in Livonia, where he took part in organising a coalition -  
supported by the Emperor, Wenceslas of Luxemburg and Pope 
Boniface IX -  of Livonian bishops and the dukes of Mecklenburg 
against the Order. These activities were facilitated by Lithuania’s 
baptism, and by means at the disposal of Jogaila as King of Po
land. They also advanced Lithuania’s role as a constant partner in 
the political life of Europe, increased Vytautas’ prestige, and made 
him ever more independent in his position relative to Jogaila. Vy
tautas began negotiations with the Order during 1395-1397, and 
unlike Jogaila, granted the Order concessions in return for its 
agreement to a truce. He used the brief respite in 1397-1398 for 
campaigns by the Black Sea, which found itself with Lithuanian
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castles along the approaches to the Crimea. It was during these 
expeditions that Tatars and Karaites were brought back from the 
Crimea, and subsequently settled in the Vilnius and Trakai dis
tricts.

Negotiations with the Order concluded in 1398 with an “ eter
nal” peace drawn up on the Island of Salynas in the Nemunas 
River. By this treaty Vytautas handed over Zemaitija to the Order, 
thereby acting not as viceroy but sovereign. Even before this event, 
relations between Poland and Lithuania were becoming strained. 
A consolidated Lithuania under Vytautas was not the state which 
had been brought to Jogaila’s personal union, and opportunities 
for expansion by Polish magnates into Lithuania were becoming 
illusory. It appears that Jogaila did not restrict Vytautas, and that 
he defended the sovereign state of Lithuania as an ally to his own 
authority in Poland. In 1398, the cousins allegedly consulted with 
the Pope regarding Vytautas’ coronation as King of Lithuania -  an 
act which would have ensured that Lithuania continue to be ruled 
by Gediminids. The Polish magnates sought counter-measures, and 
Queen Jadwiga demanded the payment of duties. The Lithuanians 
saw this as an encroachment on their rights, and declined to pay. 
Lithuania’s refusal to accept Polish claims was confirmed in Sa
lynas, when the nobles declared Vytautas their King. This declara
tion had no legal force, but it demonstrated the attitude of Vy
tautas and the nobles toward Poland, and their determination to 
defend Lithuania against its aspirations.

Under the conditions of the personal union, Lithuania had im
mediately become the target of Polish -  or its kingdom represent
ing magnates’ -  expansionist, hegemonistic, even annexational 
aims. Having occupied both thrones and encountered resistance in 
Lithuania, Jogaila attempted to invest it with a Polish administra
tion, and to rely on the support of Polish military divisions. His
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endeavours proved unsuccessful, and served only to strengthen 
Lithuania’s resistance, while kindling the hopes of the Polish mag
nates regarding settling and acquiring useful positions and hold
ings therein. Once in power, Vytautas initiated changes, elevated 
his nobles, and removed the Polish lieutenants, and leaders of 
castle garrisons. Though the Polish nobility could see that Vytau- 
tas’ authority growing, and Jogaila’s weakening, meant that plans 
for annexing Lithuania to Poland were failing, they were unwilling 
to come to terms with that fact. Jogaila, who had preserved the 
title of Grand Duke of Lithuania, and patrimonial rights to the 
country, was also not inclined to transfer rights other than the rule 
of Lithuania -  which he had given to Vytautas -  to the Polish King
dom. Nevertheless, faced with opposition from the magnates in 
Poland, he had to manoeuvre his way regarding the question of 
Lithuania. Throughout the entire period of Jogaila and Vytautas’ 
rule, Poland meant not only an ally for Lithuania against the Or
der, the implementation of its baptism, and consolidated action in 
Europe -  but also attempts at annexation by the Polish nobility, 
and resistance by the Lithuanians in return. This problem was in
herited by their descendants, and though it waxed and waned, 
changed vis-a-vis conditions and politics, was dealt with in various 
ways -  it remained for many centuries one of the constant leitmotifs 
in relations between the two countries.

In 1399, Vytautas once again marched against the Tatars. The 
intent was to support the re-instatement of Khan Tokhtamysh 
(who had been expelled from the Golden Horde, and sought the 
support of Vytautas) to the throne, to acquire influence within the 
Horde, and having gained suzerainty in Rus’, to consolidate ex
pansion therein. Vytautas was to have been hegemon in Eastern 
Europe. News of his expedition reached the Pope, who proclaimed 
the campaign a crusade -  the convert had become a defender of
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Christianity. Preparations were massive: the expedition included 
large Lithuanian forces, several thousand soldiers from the Order, 
Polish divisions, and Tokhtamysh. Confrontations with the Tatars 
at the Vorskla River were dealt with irresponsibly, however, and 
the losses were catastrophic. Vytautas’ plans in the East failed, and 
his position regarding relations with the Order and with Poland 

weakened.
Jogaila did not take part in this campaign, for he was concerned 

with matters in Poland after the death of Queen Jadwiga in 1399. 
He remained King, but the legal ramifications of the Queen’s deat 
together with the defeat at the Vorskla River prompted the Polish 
magnates to increase their intent to unite both states. The so-called 
Union of Vilnius and Radom, acts signed by Jogaila and Vytautas 
with the Lithuanian nobles and Polish magnates, was declared in 
1401 In it, Jogaila and the Royal Council legalised Vytautas ex
isting status, proclaiming him Grand Duke of Lithuania, and 
granting him all power therein. After Vytautas’ death, Lithuania 
was to be returned to Jogaila, i.e., to the Polish crown. Should 
Jogaila die first, with no heir, the Poles would not elect a new king 
without approval by Vytautas. Vytautas and his nobles promised 
to observe this treaty, which has subsequently been interpreted in 
various ways -  including as a concession by Jogaila to Vytautas, a 
dictate by the Polish magnates in the form of a union of the states, 
and, perhaps most accurately, as a compromise between Vytautas, 
defender of the state of Lithuania, and Poland, which cherished to 
incorporate Lithuania. The most relevant claims of the treaty did 
not create a new situation, they merely confirmed Vytautas’ status 
as it existed. Highly significant, however, was the participation of 
Lithuania’s nobles, who for the first time had an official role m 
drawing up an international agreement. Vytautas had created an 
advocate for the authority of the Grand Duke, and it functioned.
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Victory against the Teutonic Order, and consolidation of the state 
of Lithuania in Europe. Lithuania’s status at the beginning of the 
fifteenth century was determined by the transfer of Zemaitija to 
the Order in 1398, defeat at the Vorskla River in 1399, and trea
ties signed with Poland in 1401. The first two were particularly 
unfavourable towards Lithuania, and caused Vytautas to have to 
eliminate or mitigate their consequences. He fought the Order for 
Zemaitija during 1401-1404. The Order also organised expedi
tions into the centre of Lithuania, taking advantage once again of 
a Gediminid -  Jogaila’s brother Svitrigaila, pretender to the throne 
of Lithuania -  seeking its protection. Lithuania was backed by the 
Pope: in 1403 he forbade the Order to attack Lithuania, which 
resulted in the end of the crusades, but not of actual wars with the 
Order. A treaty in 1404, the Peace of Raciqz, once again handed 
over Zemaitija to the Order, which no longer supported Svitrigaila. 
Smolensk was also immediately recovered. War efforts continued 
in Rus’, with confrontations erupting between Lithuania and Mos
cow but their armed conflicts eventually ended with peace in 
f 408. When Moscow was again devastated by the Tatars in 1408, 
Vytautas retrieved the positions he had held before defeat at the 
Battle of Vorskla.

Now he could direct all of his attention against the Order, 
which, rather than being content with the acquisition of Zemaitija 
and occupation of the entire eastern shore of the Baltic Sea, con
tinued to threaten Lithuania and Poland. Vytautas’ most impor
tant task was to recover Zemaitija, thereby uniting the lands of the 
Lithuanians, and guaranteeing the safety of the state. Jogaila’s Po
land was a natural ally, and balancing between it and the Order was 
replaced by a close union with the former. Until the time of peace 
with Moscow in 1408, Vytautas had accepted the conditions of 
the transfer of Zemaitija, but even in 1408 there was evidence of
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friction, with Lithuania giving shelter to fugitives from Zemaitija, 
and strengthening its relations with the population. With Vytautas’ 
knowledge, the Zemaitians revolted in the spring of 1409. Lithua
nian divisions occupied the land, but though war measures fer
mented, attempts were made at diplomacy. The Order, however, 
was intent on shattering the union of Lithuania and Poland. Em
peror Wenceslas of Luxemburg mediated between the Order and 
Poland; his arbitration in January 1410 favoured the Order, and 
incited tension between Jogaila and Vytautas. By offering Vytautas 
a king’s crown, the King of Hungary, Sigismund of Luxemburg, 
sought to do the same. Propagandist actions were taken, wherein 
Vytautas and Jogaila, as well as the Polish embassies, defended 
their position in letters to the leaders of Europe.

All the same, diplomatic measures did not stop the plans for 
war which were laid out in the autumn of 1409. Early in July 1410, 
the united forces of Poland and Lithuania marched into the state 
of the Order. The conflicting armies met on July 15, 1410, be
tween the villages of Tannenberg and Ludwigsdorf; it is thought 
that the allied forces had approximately 20-30,000 soldiers, and 
that the Order sent more than 20,000. Vytautas and the Order’s 
Grand Master Ulrich von Jungingen were intent on an all-out battle, 
and Jogaila’s apprehensions had no bearing. After being post
poned for several hours, fighting erupted on Lithuanian ground. 
An hour later, with all forces engaged, the Lithuanians began to 
withdraw. Their withdrawal had the appearance of a retreat, with 
the crusaders in pursuit, and historians long debated whether this 
was in fact the case; Sven Ekdahl1 demonstrated that it was a ma
noeuvre on the part of the Lithuanians to trick the crusaders, and

1 Ekdahl S., „Der Flucht der Litauer in der Schlacht bei Tannenberg“, Zeitschrift fur 
Ostforshung. 1963, t. 12, S. 11—19; Ekdahl S., Zalgiris. Siandienos zvilgsnis \Zal- 
giris. A Contemporary View], Vilnius, 1999.
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to confuse their formations. Remaining on the field of battle were 
the Polish army and some of the Lithuanian divisions. The battle 
moved back and forth, and at one point the crusaders appeared to 
be winning; then the allies took the upper hand, with Vytautas 
leading the way on his steed. Jogaila was formal commander-in- 
chief of the allies, but contemporaries have described Vytautas’ 
exclusive role vis-a-vis the victory. After re-grouping, the Lithua
nian units returned to attack the crusaders from the side, and be
gan to crush them. The Grand Master and other leaders -  more 
than 200 members of the Order -  were killed, and the crusaders 
began to flee. Contemporaries called it the Great War; in the his
tory of Western Europe it became known as the Battle of Tannenberg, 
in Eastern Europe as the Battle of Grunwald.

The Order was defeated. The war continued sluggishly, for both 
sides were exhausted. A peace treaty was signed in Torun on Feb
ruary 1, 1411. Poland acquired Dobrzyn, the Order had to pay 
100,000 grosz, and, of utmost importance to Lithuania, it recov
ered Zemaitija (for as long as Jogaila and Vytautas lived). The con
ditions for peace were inappropriate for the scale of the victory, 
however, and Vytautas still had to deal with the reserved politics 
of Poland, as well as with the new Emperor Sigismund of Luxem
burg, and supporters of the Order. The Order was on a par, as if 
integral to Europe, and its defeat required the political will of the 
latter -  which did not exist. The Order did, however, admit defeat 
for the first time, and was made to return disputed territories. Its 
role as the fore-post of Christianity along the Baltic Sea was disin
tegrating, and it became an ordinary state in the region -  though 
still under the protection of universal European powers. The most 
significant aspect of the Battle was the fact that Lithuania, in alli
ance with Poland, had shaken off the expansionist crusaders, who 
for several centuries had been a constant threat.
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The Peace of Torun was not a stable one; it had to be revised. 
The key object of dispute between Lithuania and the Order be
came the Zemaitian frontier. Vytautas demanded all lands north of 
the Nemunas River, along with Klaipeda. In 1412 the Emperor 
offered his assistance as super-arbiter, and the Lithuanian-Polish 
conflict with the Order moved from the battlefield to the political 
and diplomatic arenas of Europe. This conflict had come to the 
attention of emperors and popes before, but prior to this, 
Lithuania had been either an observer or a target. Now it was a 
participant in the demise of the Order, and Vytautas had to be 
taken into account as one of the most powerful leaders in the re
gion. On May 3, 1413, Benedict Macra, the Emperor’s appointed 
arbiter, declared the right bank of the Nemunas, and Klaipeda, to 
be part of Zemaitija. The Order rebelled, and renewed its propa
gandist campaign in Europe, against Lithuania and Poland.

For Lithuania, debate regarding Zemaitija was a defence of its 
own position among the states of Europe, and of the long-term 
safety of its own state. This issue gripped Vytautas for a number of 
years; all forces were allocated in that direction, as were all foreign 
and domestic policies -  including those self-contained manifesta
tions of Lithuania’s evolution as a state, whose motives and princi
pal goals had apparently no specific connection with Zemaitija. 
The prevailing directions in Vytautas’ politics during this period 
included relations with Jogaila and Poland, actions against the 
Order, endeavours to become established within the ranks of the 
monarchs of Central East Europe, ongoing internal reforms, in
cluding the baptism of Zemaitija and regulation of the Orthodox 
Church in the state, and hegemony in Rus’. Trends and activities 
of a political nature were many-sided and interwoven, and will be 
laid out -  with the exception of the more significant ones -  in a 
chronological manner.



With the threat of a new war, agreements between Lithuania 
and Poland were renewed on October 2, 1413 in Horodlo. Vy- 
tautas’ Lithuania acted in conjunction with Jogaila’s Poland. With 
regard to relations with Europe’s political forces, Poland had 
greater opportunities, as well as more experience and networks, 
and Vytautas was forced to co-ordinate his actions with those of 
Jogaila. At the same time, Vytautas had acquired so much power 
in Lithuania, that his old agreements were due for renewal. There 
were also the interests of Jogaila, with his patrimonial rights to 
Lithuania, and those of the Polish kingdom represented by king 
and magnates to consider, as well as the interests of a newly formed 
hierarchy of Lithuanian nobles to take into account. The Polish 
magnates had plans to incorporate Lithuania into Poland, but the 
loss of Lithuania’s statehood did not suit Jogaila. Vytautas sought 
to consolidate his legal position on the throne of Lithuania, and to 
decrease Jogaila’s role in the country, while at the same time grant
ing Poland formal concessions. Lithuania’s nobles, capable of rep
resenting the interests of the state, were concerned both to 
strengthen the position of Lithuania’s grand duke, and to elimi
nate Polish nobility from Lithuanian life.

The joint act drawn up by Jogaila and Vytautas at Horodlo de
clared that the state of Lithuania was annexed to the Kingdom of 
Poland, while acts between the rulers and Lithuania’s nobles pro
claimed the continuity of the institution of the Grand Duke of 
Lithuania, even after Vytautas’ death. Legally, conditions for the state 
of Lithuania weakened, but in real life Vytautas’ position strength
ened, for Jogaila also lost a portion of his patrimonial rights, for the 
good of the Kingdom of Poland. Because there was no mechanism 
for implementing these changes, in fact the basis of Vytautas’ 
power simply grew stronger. A joint front by Vytautas and the 
Lithuanian nobles meant that the declared annexation remained
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an inapplicable legal phrase. At the same time, the acts drawn up 
at Horodlo also served to lay the foundation for future collabora
tion by Lithuanian and Polish nobles. Though not called for some 
time to come, there were plans for joint diets between the nobles of 
both states. Forty-seven Polish noble families accepted Lithuania’s 
nobles under kindred coats-of-arms. It is not known whether this 
was a planned or spontaneous act, but it did indicate prospects for 
a coming-together of the nobles politically and culturally. Lithua
nia’s nobility was clearly becoming more important, and formally 
legitimised within the life of the state.

Another task awaiting Vytautas and Jogaila was the baptism of 
the Zemaitians, who were not part of the Christianization of Li
thuania in 1387; the Order, which had ruled Zemaitija for ten 
years, had also not managed to baptise the population. Chris
tianization was now crucial -  both for the governing of the state of 
Lithuania, as well as to refute the Order’s accusations regarding 
paganism in Zemaitija. In the autumn of 1413, both rulers came 
to Zemaitija and began baptising the people. This act of Chris
tianization was completed in the presence of Vytautas by a delega
tion from the Church Council of Constance, in 1416-1417, at 
which time Zemaitija also acquired its own diocese in Medininkai.

Relations between Lithuania-Poland and the Order, which had 
rejected B. Macra’s decision, wavered between diplomacy and 
war -  which in fact flared up in the autumn of 1414. It was clear 
that Lithuania and Poland might try to achieve their goals via war
fare, but this was obviously not a farsighted policy. The Ecumeni
cal Church Council of Constance had been called to abolish the. 
schism in the Catholic Church, and was also preparing to resolve 
the dispute of Poland-Lithuania with the Order. In 1415, a Polish 
delegation -  representing Lithuania as well -  arrived in Constance; 
a commission was appointed to investigate the dispute, and to deal
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with the ensuing propagandist battle and heated discussions. Pau- 
lus Vladimir from the University of Cracow presented a treatise 
entitled De potestate papae et imperatoris respectu infidelium (“ On 
the power of the pope and the emperor with regard to pagans” ), in 
which he demonstrated the legitimacy of rule by pagan leaders on 
the basis of the concept of birth rights, as well as the illegality of 
disposing of their lands, and the inadmissibility of baptism by force. 
His ideas corresponded to the political principles of the rulers of a 
non-christianised Lithuania, and were useful in arguments with 
the Order and its supporters, but were too late for Lithuania, which 
was already a Christian state. To confirm this, Vytautas sent a del
egation of Zemaitians to Constance in 1416, where it presented 
the “ Zemaitian Statement” (Propositio samaytarum), laying out 
the history of relations between the Zemaitians and the Order, and 
asking that Vytautas and Jogaila continue the Christianization of 
Zemaitija. The presence of the Zemaitians made a good impres
sion, and prevented the Order from spreading anti-Lithuanian pro
paganda; the Council took their request into account.

In 1418, yet another delegation sent by Vytautas arrived in 
Constance. It was led by Kiev metropolitan Grigor Tsamblak. In 
his attempts to consolidate the state, Vytautas had also sought to 
allay the fears of the Rus’ian lands, which were dominated by al
lies of Svitrigaila, pretender to the throne, and controlled by Mus
covite Orthodox metropolitan Fotiy, who was not well disposed 
towards Lithuania. Vytautas wanted the state to have its own met
ropolitan, and in 1414-1415 had transferred the monk Grigor 
Tsamblak to the Kiev metropolis. There was renewed talk of a 
union of Catholic and Orthodox churches, and since Vytautas con
sidered this a possibility, he sent Tsamblak to speak on its behalf to 
the Council. The latter was, however, coming to a close, and 
Tsamblak achieved nothing specific.
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The Council completed its work in 1418, but did not resolve 
Lithuania’s most crucial issue -  Zemaitija. Nevertheless, Lithua
nia’s participation was a political victory, for though they acted in 
conjunction with the Poles, the Lithuanians did publicly represent 
their state at the highest-ranking European forum of the time. Pope 
Martin V confirmed Jogaila and Vytautas as vicars in the lands of 
Rus’, for it was understood that they were the real representatives 
of Christianity in the former pagan world; the Order was not its 
only missionary, nor were its borders the edge of the Western 
world.

The period 1418-1420 was one of negotiations between Li
thuania and Poland, and of arbitrations by the Emperor and the 
Pope regarding the Order. The negotiations floundered, and the 
decisions frequently displeased Lithuania. When legates sent by 
Pope Martin V in 1419 announced that the Order was in the right, 
Jogaila -  on behalf of himself and Vytautas -  once again invited 
Sigismund of Luxemburg to arbitrate. In 1420, the latter con
firmed in Wroclaw the validity of the Peace of Toruri, and re
stricted even more the frontiers of the disputed territories, i.e., of 
Zemaitija and the lands along the left bank (Uznemune) of the 
Middle Nemunas. Jogaila appealed to the Pope to annul the deci
sion, and Vytautas announced that the ruling was not binding, for 
the document inviting the Emperor to arbitrate was not stamped 
with his seal. He pressed that the decision be annulled, for other
wise he would renounce his friendship with Sigismund, who had 
obviously declared himself an opponent. He laid out the concept 
of an indivisible Lithuanian nation, and proclaimed that Zemaitija 
and Aukstaitija were districts integral to Lithuania. Although 
events were not developing in his favour, Vytautas rejected the 
hostile actions of the Emperor, along with Poland’s hesitations. He 
was able to do so, for he also had a role to play in the political
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situation in the region: his opponents needed harmony as much as 
he did.

Events in Bohemia added to the strain in the region. The grow
ing influence of the rebellious Hussites, who refused to recognise 
Sigismund of Luxemburg as their King, disturbed the Pope. In 
1421 the Hussites offered the crown of Bohemia to Jogaila or Vy- 
tautas. Though neither ruler was eager to provoke Catholic Eu
rope, they did not entirely reject the offer; Vytautas in fact contin
ued to maintain contact, and was elected King of Bohemia. He did 
not, however, travel to Bohemia, but sent the Gediminid Zygiman- 
tas Kaributaitis as his viceroy; the latter declared war in his name 
against Sigismund of Luxemburg in 1422. Vytautas knew that Li
thuania could not uphold the throne of Bohemia, and took advan
tage of the situation to pressure the Emperor in his decision re
garding Lithuania’s relations with the Order. Nevertheless, the 
Emperor increased his support of the Order, with the result that 
his relations with Vytautas became even more tense.

It was becoming clear that negotiations would not give Lithua
nia the results it needed; war was declared in 1422, and Lithuanian 
and Polish armies marched into the state of the Order. As the Cru
sades were over, the Order no longer had the support of the West, 
and was forced to seek peace. The Peace of Melno was signed on 
September 27, 1422 at Lake Melno. All previous treaties between 
Lithuania and the Order were annulled. The latter finally re
nounced its claims on Zemaitija and the Baltic seacoast around 
l’alanga, while retaining Klaipeda and the Lower Nemunas; it also 
granted concessions to Poland. The peace treaty was a compro
mise, and the allies were restricted by the Emperor and the Pope. 
Sigismund of Luxemburg did realise that he was unable to further 
influence Vytautas, and he acknowledged the Peace of Melno in 
1423. Zygimantas Kaributaitis was subsequently recalled from
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Bohemia (but continued independent operations there from time 
to time, until 1434).

The Order lost its status as a front-line power in the region, and 
began to depend on the politics of other states. It had no further 
opportunity to expand, and its borders with Lithuania stabilised. 
This was a great victory for Lithuania, for it now had a calm west
ern frontier. Even more important was the fact that within a de
cade after the Battle of Grunwald, Lithuania was able to step into 
the political life of Europe, and to win recognition for itself therein. 
The other regional and universal powers in Central East Europe 
were forced to deal with Lithuania, and its leader Vytautas. As 
much as, or even more than, his ability to resolve affairs by the 
sword, Vytautas demonstrated his ability to take advantage of in
tertwining political relations and propagandistic moves, and to 
take political risks in order to turn Lithuania into a super-power.

Political gains and losses of Vytautas’ super-power. At the same 
time as he was dealing with crucial issues regarding relations with 
the West, Vytautas was also consolidating the state in other de
partments. An important measure to this end included taking ad
vantage of dynastic marriage possibilities. In 1425, Vytautas be
came guardian of Vasilii II, son of deceased Muscovite ruler Vasilii 
I and Vytautas’ daughter Sofia; the young heir’s kin included the 
dukes of Moldavia, Mazovia, and Tver. In 1422 he arranged the 
fourth marriage of widower Jogaila to his relation, Duchess Sophia 
of Alsenai (Holszanska), and became one of the guardians of their 
son Wladislaw, who was born in 1424. During the 1420s, Vytautas 
was perhaps the ruler with the most personal influence in all of 
Central East Europe.

Lithuania’s nobles, the backbone of Vytautas’ authority, grew 
in strength. Their position is revealed by their participation in the
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most important events: it was with the members of his family that 
Jogaila decided on the Christianization of Lithuania and the accep
tance of the crown as King of Poland; in 1401, the Act of Vilnius 
was declared in the name of Vytautas and the Lithuanian nobles; 
in 1413, the noble hierarchy of Lithuania proclaimed a separate 
document at Horodlo. Vytautas was supported by his own el
evated nobles -  Manvydas, Gedgaudas, Gostautas, Valimantas, 
the latter’s sons Kesgaila and Rumbaudas -  and others who had 
acquired the title of magnate. Together with the ruler, they became 
the body which governed and defended the state.

Christianization of the country continued; by the end of Vy- 
tautas’ reign, Vilnius diocese had 27 parishes. The Medininkai (Ze- 
maitian) diocese had nine. The greatest accomplishments were at
tributed to the sovereign, but private benefactors also appeared. 
Christianity brought schools, and writing began to spread 
throughout the life of the state. The Church became an influential 
political force, and bishops part of Vytautas’ closest circle. Initially 
the Catholic bishops were directly subordinate to the Holy See, 
and there were thoughts of making Lithuania an ecclesiastic prov
ince. But this was unrealistic given the frequent conflicts with the 
popes, and in 1415 the diocese of Vilnius, in 1427 that of Me
dininkai, were made subordinate to the Archbishop of Gniezno. 
Lithuania ended up being part of the Polish ecclesiastic province -  
a situation which was politically inconvenient, and one which did 
nothing to hasten the country’s final Christianization.

Developments in Lithuania’s relations with its neighbours after 
the Peace of Melno were very limited. Borders between Lithuania 
and the state of the Teutonic Order, and Livonia, were formalised 
slowly, but at least the Order was no longer an enemy. Affairs in 
Kus’ became more of a concern, with expeditions in 1426 to Pskov, 
and in 1428 to Novgorod; indemnities had to be accepted, but
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Moscow’s influence was weakened. Between these campaigns, in 
1427 Vytautas also defended his grandson, Vasilii II, from insur
gents in Moscow -  an action which temporarily made Vytautas 
overlord in Rus’.

The success that Vytautas had in ruling Lithuania corresponded 
to his influence in Poland, especially while Jogaila had no heir. 
Once his son was born, Jogaila sought to ensure the legacy of the 
throne, and tried to draw Vytautas into the affair. Because of his 
contacts with the Emperor or the Order the latter, however, had 
little time for Poland. This situation was not one of conflict, for 
the rulers were mutually dependent on each other, but Vytautas’ 
actions indicated that he was withdrawing from Poland, and seek
ing tactical collaboration with the German world. Vytautas’ influ
ence in Poland, combined with his indifference to its affairs, dis
turbed the Polish magnates, particularly in Little Poland, where 
mutual opposition was growing. In the meantime, the Emperor 
needed Vytautas as a balance to Poland, and for his support in 
resolving the ongoing Hussite problem.

Preparations for a conference of the three rulers to discuss re
gional affairs in Lutsk began in 1428; at this time Vytautas re
minded Sigismund of Luxemburg of their earlier discussions re
garding his coronation as King of Lithuania. The Conference of 
Lutsk began on January 10, 1429, with representatives of the rul
ers from nearly all of the northern part of Central East and Eastern 
Europe attending. Sigismund of Luxemburg’s public offer to 
crown Vytautas as King was accepted by Jogaila, but vehemently 
rejected by members of the Polish Council. They left Lutsk and the 
Conference dispersed. A struggle ensued, for Vytautas had no in
tention of retreating. Jogaila succumbed to pressure by the Polish 
magnates and reversed his position, while Sigismund continued to 
back Vytautas’ aims. The three forces -  Vytautas, Jogaila, and the
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Polish Council -  were in direct opposition. The latter categorically 
objected, claiming that the coronation of Vytautas would render 
worthless Jogaila’s patrimonial rights to Lithuania, and marginalize 
i he Kingdom of Poland. Jogaila attempted to manoeuvre between 
t he two, for in all probability the crown of the heirless Vytautas 
would have gone to one of his own sons following the death of his 
cousin. The affair of the Lithuanian crown involved Pope Martin 
V, who opposed the Emperor, and hoped for subjugation of the 
I lussites by Poland. His position encouraged the Polish magnates, 
who used force to prevent the envoy from bringing the crown sent 
by Sigismund of Luxemburg, across Poland into Lithuania in the 
summer of 1430. The coronation was delayed, but Sigismund 
organised a military expedition to retrieve the crown; in October, 
Jogaila arrived in Vilnius, where he once again firmly supported 
Vytautas. The time of the coronation drew near, but did not take 
place, for Vytautas died on October 27, 1430.

Vytautas, who began ruling Lithuania in 1392 as Jogaila lieutenant, 
bad personal qualities which allowed him to utilise arising situa
tions, or even to turn them to his own advantage. He ended his life 
as one of the most powerful rulers of a mighty state, which over the 
period of four decades had been reformed and directed towards 
Europe. Vytautas and Jogaila -  Lithuania and Poland -  had the ar
duous task of working together in a resilient manner, for their ac
tions as allies were subject to Poland’s hegemonistic aims -  and the 
resistance which ensued. Jogaila’s position was especially difficult, 
lor he was forced to take into account the more often than not 
conflicting interests of both Lithuania and Poland, and to manoeu
vre his way between them. As King of Poland, Jogaila, together
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With Vytautas, defended Lithuania against the aggression of the 
Teutonic Order and its organised crusades, which had threatened 
the country for several centuries; they had also carried out the im
mense task of Christianization. The fostering of the newly formed 
state fell to Vytautas, who implemented its modernisation, an 
strengthened its and his own authority’s foundation -  the Lithua-

nian nobility. , ,
The state had spread throughout Lithuanian lands and the an

nexed territories of Rus’, but its double ethno-religious structure -  
Lithuanian/Catholic and Ruthenian/Orthodox -  complicated the 
notion of its state origins. Nevertheless, it was during the time of 
Vytautas that the Lithuanian nations and their political hierarchies 
vigorously embraced the concept that this state had been created by 
Lithuanians, who both ruled and were responsible for its destiny. 
Such ideals were laid down in texts formulated within the ruler s 
circle. The feeling of its statehood as a nation was probably the most 
significant result of the period under Vytautas and Jogaila. Formed 
during this time were an important part of its identity -  its sym o s 
as a state, which utilised one of the most honourable attributes of a 
sovereign state: a coat of arms depicting a knight argent bearing a 
raised sword, on a field gules. The coat of arms as the state symbol, 
and the personal insignia of Vytautas -  the columns of Gedunmid s -  
as the emblem of the ruling dynasty, were adopted m the first half of 
the fifteenth century, and were registered in European heraldry. Ban
ners bearing the mounted knight flew at the Battle of Grunwald 

The Christianization of Lithuania was not only a fact of reli
gious life, it also had great cultural and political weight. Lithuania 
had chosen the Latin culture of Europe, and the forms of pohtica 
life which had developed therein. Naturally, all of this was ac
cepted gradually, but at the same time very rapidly. These issues 
will continue to be discussed in the following chapters.
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2.2 The Grand Duchy o f Lithuania between a changing dynasty 
and the nobility before the 1520s

As had been the case following the deaths of other eminent 
Lithuanian rulers such as Mindaugas, Gediminas and Algirdas, 
after the death of Vytautas and of Jogaila in 1434 Lithuania once 
again became subject to civil war. However, this time the years of 
conflict would not be in vain, since much that was new and pro
spective developed in the state, almost as a sort of compensation 
for what was lost. It is important to note that these conflicts did 
not last long and that Lithuania emerged from them as an entity 
that had adapted to new conditions. The whole century following 
Vytautas’s death represents a period of the expansion and deepen
ing of the reorganisation of Lithuanian government and society 
that had intensified during the reigns of Jogaila and Vytautas; in a 
way it marks the culmination of the work they started. The force 
and result of this reorganisation will be described in this section of 
our study along with the political circumstances that had an effect 
on this process.

First we must explain our chronological framework. The 
boundary between the Middle Ages and Modern Times is looked 
for at the turn of the fifteenth and sixteenth century. Historians of 
Poland, the neighbouring state that was connected closely with 
Lithuania since Jogaila’s day, most often choose the date 1506 to 
mark this change in periodisation. It may be that Lithuanian histo
rians too will accept this dating, but we think that it would be 
better to fix the transition from the mediaeval to the modern in the 
(.rand Duchy in the 1520s. This cuts through the reign of Sigis- 
mund the Old (1506-48), which was externally quite uniform, but 
it was then, in the 1520s, that social and political processes and 
factors which had begun in the fifteenth century and developed
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consistently during the first decades of the sixteenth century, took 
on greater dimensions and a new quality, and formed bases for the 
life of society and governance and were enshrined in law. This was 
a continuation of Lithuania’s fifteenth century. This break in perio- 
disation should not prevent scholars in the future from stressing 
the transition from the Middle Ages to Modern History in Lithua
nia at the beginning of the sixteenth century. The object of our 
attentions is political history, whose periodisation does not always 
coincide with universal historical periodisations.

The struggle for power, 1430-40 and the Invitation to Casimir 
Jagiellonczyk. When Vytautas died at the height of the coronation 
affair, after Jogaila and the Polish nobles arrived, the most active 
pretender to the succession was Svitrigaila (1430-32). Having 
sought unsuccessfully on more than one occasion to gam the 
Lithuanian throne, this time Svitrigaila enjoyed the support of the 
nobility and proclaimed himself grand duke. The Lithuanians did 
not observe the requirements of the treaty of Horodlo to elect a 
grand duke together with the Poles, and thus in a certain way they 
were continuing the work of the Congress of Lutsk. Jogaila sup
ported the Lithuanians’ decision but they did not need his support. 
Svitrigaila followed Vytautas’s policy and offered an alliance to 
Sigismund of Luxemburg. He received promises that he would be 
crowned and set about forming an anti-Polish alliance with the 
Teutonic Order (that was concluded in 1431). During Vytautas s 
reign Poland had refrained from making energetic demands on 
Lithuania, but now that it had lost treaties because of Lithuanian’s 
power as a great state it demanded that Svitrigaila recognise Polish 
suzerainty. The new grand duke did not agree to this and so Polish 
troops invaded Lithuanian territory. As the ebb and tide of war 
and Polish pressure came to affect Lithuanian life, Svitrigaila
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turned out to lack Vytautas’s ability to compete. A Polish-inspired 
coup developed against Svitrigaila in 1432.

The rebels took the side of Zygimantas K^stutaitis (1432-40), 
Vytautas’s younger brother, and Svitrigaila was compelled to flee 
Vilnius as Lithuania rose up. Zygimantas could not maintain his 
position without accepting the conditions of Poland which had 
made war on Lithuania. He asked for recognition as grand duke of 
Lithuania and renounced ambitions for a royal crown. In 1432 at 
Grodno a treaty was signed confirming the treaties of Vilnius and 
Radom. The conditions won by Vytautas were lost and Poland 
obtained another opportunity to make Lithuania dependent on it. 
Therefore, some of the Lithuanian lords refused to support 
Zygimantas and prepared a revolt. Repression began. This helped 
Svitrigaila gain support and in this stormy war Zygimantas and 
t he Poles fought on one side and Svitrigaila with his Livonian Or
der allies on the other. Svitrigaila enjoyed the support of the greater 
part of the state and most of his followers came from the 
Ruthenian lands. The Lithuanian nobles were not united; some 
supported Svitrigaila, some Zygimantas. The latter managed to 
strengthen his position by issuing a charter in 1434 for all the 
( hand Duchy’s gentry, promising not to punish them without trial 
and granting Orthodox boiars the same rights as their Catholic 
lellows. The charter and the aggression of the Polish nobles who 
controlled Poland after Jogaila’s death had an effect on the bal
ance of power. The battle that determined the outcome of this civil 
war took place near Ukmerge on September 1 1435, when Zy- 
gimantas’s forces and the Poles trounced Svitrigaila and his 
Livonian allies. The battle had a determining effect on the Order 
lor it was its last march into Lithuania. Svitrigaila managed to 
hold out for a short while but in 1437 he surrendered to Poland. 
After his victory Zygimantas changed his dealings with Poland. In
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1437 and 1439 he re-issued the treaty of Grodno but the situation 
became more stable and the Poles had to halt their plans for an
nexion. It turned out that the document that had to be repeated 
continually was an unimplented declaration. However, Zygiman- 
tas could not unite Lithuania, his charter for the gentry 
antagonised the nobility (which was still not united) and ethno
religious problems emerged. On March 20 1440 Zygimantas was 
murdered by Svitrigaila’s supporters.

It is paradoxical, but the civil war revealed the existence of a 
firm understanding of a united Lithuanian state and both Zygi
mantas and Svitrigaila sought to control the whole state. There 
was no danger that the state would be divided. This was important 
when Lithuania was faced by Polish expansion which became a 
factor of Lithuanian domestic politics. Even as he recognised the 
formal suzerainty of Poland and had the support of its army, Zy
gimantas preserved Lithuanian statehood. This was confirmed by 
events that follwed his murder.

Conflict erupted once more in Lithuania involving Zygiman- 
tas’s son Mykolas, Svitrigaila and the nobility; the Poles invaded 
Lithuania once more. The initiative was taken by nobles under the 
leadership of Jonas Gostautas [Jan Gasztold]. Seeking to maintain 
the teritorial integrity of the Lithuanian state, these nobles invited 
Jogaila’s thirteen-years-old son Casimir to come to Lithuania. Po
land and King Wladyslaw III were embroiled in the issue of the 
Hungarian succession and allowed Casimir to go to Vilnius as his 
brother the king’s lieutenant. Jonas Gostautas consolidated the 
nobles and on June 29 1440 they installed Casimir (1440-92) as 
grand duke without seeking Polish consent. Poland had to recon
cile itself with the elevation of the king’s brother and Lithuania 
took notice of the growing Jagiellonian super power. The link be
tween the two realms was not broken. Casimir’s coronation with-
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out Polish consent, despite the demands of the union treaties, 
marked the complete restoration of Lithuanian sovereignty. The 
nobles who did this showed that they had the power to preserve 
Lithuanian statehood and became a separate political agent.

Now the disquieted country required calming. In 1440-41 
Smolensk rebelled and was brought back into line; a loyal duke 
was returned to Kiev in 1441 in the form of Casimir’s cousin, 
Olelka, and in 1442 the Zemaitians were granted restricted au
tonomy. In 1443 Volyn was given to Svitrigaila for his lifetime. 
Phis created no danger to the Grand Duchy’s territorial integrity 
because all were loyal to the new grand duke. The de facto govern
ment was in the hands of Jonas Gostautas and the nobles, the em
bryonic Council of Lords, who gathered around him. On Novem
ber 10 1444 when Wladyslaw III was slain in battle against the 
'Turk at Varna, the relationship that had developed betwen Poland 
and Lithuania came in for further honing. Casimir was the only 
claimant for the Polish throne and he wished to assume the crown 
as heir, rather than a king dependent on election by the Council of 
the Kingdom of Poland. The Poles sought to elect themselves a 
king and at the same time annex Lithuania. The Lithuanian Coun
cil of Lords consented only to a personal union of the realms and 
insisted that Casimir’s acceptance of the Polish crown would not 
change the nature of the relationship between Poland and Lithua
nia. Negotiations were protracted, but the Polish nobles and Ca
simir reached a compromise. Only on June 25 1447 was Casimir 
crowned king in Poland. Although the Polish politicians had not 
abandoned their pretensions to Lithuania, a personal union of two 
states enjoying equal rights really did exist.

Society and the state during the reigns of the first Jagiellonians.
On May 2 1447 Casimir issued a charter for the Grand duchy
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which laid down in detail the rigts of the gentry as an estate, and 
obliged himself to defend the state’s borders and not to appoint 
aliens to state office. In effect this was an agreement between the 
grand duke and the Council of Lords which restricted the grand 
duke’s freedom of action while extending the lords’ rights and 
powers. These two events, the charter and Casimir’s departure for 
Poland, revealed the area where Lithuanian life would concentrate 
during the reigns of Casimir and his sons. This marks the develop
ment of social structures and the state within the field of 
Jagiellonian dynastic policy. There was one more important area, 
namely relations between Lithuania and the Russian state.

It should be stressed that Lithuanian political life developed as 
the country fell into line intensively and consistently with European 
life, adopting and adapting developments in Latin culture. The 
Christianisation of Lithuania continued and the structures formed 
by the Catholic Church consolidated their position with increasing 
numbers of clergy being of Lithuanian descent. Vilnius was the 
birthplace of the first bishop of Zemaitija (and later of Vilnius) 
Matthew and other bishops of Vilnius were also Lithuanian such as 
Nicholas (1463-7), Andrew (1481-91) and Adalbert Taboras 
[Wojciech Tabor] (1492-1507) and so were several bishops of Ze
maitija. They could begin their studies in Lithuania because church 
schools had been opened in Vilnius and Trakai soon after the offi
cial conversion of 1387. The diocese of Vilnius had over 150 
schools at the beginning of the sixteenth century. Teachers were 
required to know Lithuanian. In the fifteenth century Lithuanians 
went off to study in Europe, mostly to Krakow and at the turn of 
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries Lithuanians studied in Prague, 
Leipzig, Erfurt, Bologna and other universities. That the impor
tance of learning was understood is also illustrated by Lithuanian 
boiar donations to Krakow University in the fifteenth century.
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The non-usage of writing in pagan Lithuanian state life was re
placed by the presence of a society with a strong group of literate 
people where writing and documentation became a part of boiar 
life. Writing was well known in the towns. In the chanceries and 
scriptoria Latin, German and especially among the gentry, a West 
Rushan (Ruthenian) chancery langauge (not to be confused with 
the vernacular Ruthenian dialects) were used. Various types of 
writing spread, following Latin and Byzantine as wekll as locally 
developed examples. In political life and the building of a new so
ciety, which also demonstrates society’s intellectual capacity, a tra
dition of keeping annals was created. As has been noted, the first 
annals appeared during Vytautas’s reign at the end of the four
teenth century and these texts were rewritten and supplemented 
throughout the fifiteenth century. New redactions of the annals 
were created in the early sixteenth century. The Lithuanian annals 
are characterised by expressions of state patriotism, the cult of 
Vytautas and, in the sixteenth century, the interests of the nobility. 
The theory of Lithuanian descent from the Romans that was noted 
in texts of the mid-fifteenth century came to be included in the 
annals. This was intended to illustrate the lofty origins of Lithua
nian rulers, nobles and gentry. The Roman theory, the cult of Vy
tautas and also the legend about the foundation of Vilnius were 
suggestive ideological means for binding together the Lithuanian 
political nation, including the Ruthenians, and forming a base for 
opposition to Polish hegemonist aspiration or the aims of Mus- 
covy/the Russian state for annexing the Rus’ian/Ruthenian lands 
to the Russian State.

The development of social structures that gained expression in 
law in the days of Jogaila and Vytautas continued at varying paces. 
Conditons for and volumes of trade with the west had an effect on 
the Teutonic Order and both improved and grew, and so the new
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towns also grew. During Casimir’s reign there were virtually no new 
self-governing towns but the smaller towns closer to centres of pro
duction did increase as did urban density and the categorisation of 
towns. At the turn of the fifteenth and sixteenth century as war 
exhausted the state coffers and attempts were made to widen the 
base of those paying taxes and create better conditions for burgher 
activities, the rights of Vilnius and Kaunas were extended, more 
than a dozen Ruthenian towns, including Kiev, Grodno and Po
lotsk, gained self-government charters. Urban communities devel
oped enjoying the rights inherent in Magdeburg Law and judicial- 
fiscal units appeared paying taxes directly into the grand-ducal 
treasury. Lithuanian merchants became involved in the Hansa trad
ing system. In the early sixteenth century the contacts maintained 
by Vilnius merchants spread as far as Antwerp, Nuremberg, Kaffa, 
Constantinople, Novgorod and Moscow. Although burghers can 
be seen taking part in economic life, they did not gain political 
rights and did not unite as an estate. The monarchs took no inter
est in their political support. Another source of tax income was the 
Jewish community. It is not known exactly when the Jews first 
began to move to Lithuania. In 1388 there was probably already a 
Jewish community in Brest Litovsk. In the fifteenth century they 
spread in the south-western parts of the Grand Duchy to Grodno 
and the towns of Volyn; they also lived in Kiev. The leading Jews 
became involved in money-lending and trade; they farmed taxes 
and customs duties and both the monarch and the nobles were 
already borrowing from them in the fifteenth century.

State interests decided the directions of changes in the lives of 
boiars and peasants. The property of free farmers was still to be 
abolished but the personal tie between a land-worker and dues 
owed to the state/ ruler/ or boiars were already limiting the free
dom of toilers of the soil to move away from the land. The custom
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of distributing land and peasants to the gentry, that had become 
common practice in Vytautas’s day, continued to give them the 
economic base to fund their obligator military duties. This process 
advanced at such a rate that in the early sixteenth century there 
were shortages of state-owned land. The result of this are illus
trated by the Gentry Muster List of 1528 which was in effect a 
census of boiars2. There were around 13,000 boiars in all, includ
ing 6,000 in the “ Lithuanian” lands. There was an obvious system 
of subordination and many poor boiars, who often had no, or only 
a few peasants and they were unable to live off income from their 
peasants’ dues and worked the land themselves. One broad cat
egory was the middling gentry that controlled a dozen or more or 
several dozen peasant farms. The lords were distant from the 
boiars and made up only a small percentage of the gentry num
bers, but they had to supply almost 30 percent of the troops. 
Standing out among the rest were the K^sgailas and Radvilas who 
owned more than 12,000 peasant farms each, Albertas Gostautas, 
who owned 7,500 farms, Jurgis Olelkaitis [Juri Olelkovich] (of 
Gediminid descent) and the Ruthenian duke Konstantin Ostrogs- 
ky who had around 7,000 farms each. Several dozen other families 
controlled more than 1,000 peasant farms each.

Developments in gentry and peasant farms were interlocked. 
Fifteenth-century boiras were generally satisfied with peasant dues 
paid in nature or cash and a large proportion of goods were not 
produced on boiar farms. At the end of the fifteenth century and 
especially in the sixteenth century the west Europan demand for 
grain increased and in response to this the Lithuanian landowners 
organised a commercial economy on their estates. Ploughland es
tates were set up on boiars, grand-ducal, ecclesiastical estates (the 1

1 See Ochmariski J., Historia Litwy (Wroclaw-Warsaw-Krakow, 1990), p. 100-101.
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bishop of Vilnius had control of around 6,000 peasant farms), 
peasants became subject to bondage and were increasingly tied to 
the land as serfdom increased. Commercial production flourished 
and cash turnovers increased. In 1490 the mint was re-opened in 
Vilnius and by 1506 it had issued Lithuanian currency worth 18 
million groats and the gentry could dispose of cash. Gentry priori
ties changed and going to war became a matter that made life 
diffuclt and drew boiars away from their estates. The boiar-war- 
rior became a boiar-landowner.

The rights of the gentry estate were extended consistently and 
enshrined in law by the charters of 1387, 1413, 1434 and 1447. 
Casimir did not issue any further charters for the gentry of the 
whole state and his successors Alexander (1492) and Sigismund 
the Old (1506) confirmed and extended earlier charters. In the 
fifteenth and the early sixteenth century the contents of these char
ters were put into practice and this led to the formation of the 
gentry estate.

Gentry leaders, the nobles, who formed part of Vytautas circle 
and took part in civil wars after he died, enjoyed great political 
schooling and managed at decisive moments to take the initiative 
in the state and virtually take power. The bases of their power 
were wealth, first and foremost, landed property, the state offices 
they occupied, extended family connections and the tendency for 
state offices to become inheritable within the holder’s family. Most 
recent research has shown that in the fifteenth century grand-du
cal authority existed side by side with that of the nobility3. Inter
nal struggles and political events can be explained more credibly 
by linking Gediminid policy with the actions of the noble groups

1 Petrauskas R., Der litauische Hocbadel, Ende des 14. und im 15. Jahrbundert: Zm- 
sammensetzung—Struktur—Herrschaft: Summary of a doctoral dissertation, Vilnius, 

2001 .
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who supported or even directed it. Noble cliques flourished and 
competed with one another for power or higher status but they 
still regarded themselves as part of one common social stratum, 
which worked alongside the monarch, and the state belonged to 
both.

This stratum, from which Vytautas had selected his advisers, 
the members of his Council, developed into a state political agent 
(subject), the Council of Lords, during the internal Lithuanian 
conflicts that led to a decrease in the authority of the grand dukes. 
It comprised Catholic bishops, the holders of central offices (the 
chancellor, marshalls, treasurer and so forth), grand-ducal lieuten
ants from the larger territories of the Grand Duchy and other emi
nent lords. It could have as many as several dozen members and 
its composition and powers were not defined formally. This was a 
Lithuanian noble institution and it had only a few members from 
Ruthenia; they relied on support from fellow subjects who main
tained the unity of the state. At first Casimir’s minority provided 
favourable conditions for the Council to grow in strength as was 
the situation later when the grand duke resided in Poland without 
leaving a viceroy in Lithuania. Casimir had the strongest reins of 
power in his own hands but he did not rule alone. The Council of 
Lords was an institution of the noble estate and Lithuanian issues 
were resolved in consultation between the ruler and the lords; the 
Council took charge of domestic and foreign affairs. When they 
began ro rule, Alexander and Sigismund the Old had to extend 
the rights of the Council and place these rights in law. The 
Council’s right to pass laws was recognised and its members en
joyed the right to express their opinions, even if the grand duke 
did not agree with them, and the ruler could settle foreign policy 
issues only with the knowledge and consent of the Council of 
Lords.
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As the boiars grew in power, there significance in public life 
increased and both the grand duke and ther lords found it neces
sary to gain their support for policy actions. In the second half of 
the fifteenth century boiar advisory conventiones came to be sum
moned and out of these the Sejm, or parliament, developed. This 
meetings were not held regularly and had only advisory power; 
there was no official agenda for matters to be discussed and no 
definition of who could take part. However, the summoning of 
these “ sejms” reflects the formation of a new institution of the 
gentry as an estate. In the early sixteenth century as war raged the 
significance of the sejm increased. In 1507 a sejm discussed war 
matters and the boiars agreed to pay taxes. Henceforth the grand 
duke together with the Council summoned sejms more or less ev
ery year. This was a developing institution and there were novel
ties in each sejm be they in the organisation of the sejm (in 1507 
boiars were summoned to the sejm from all areas of the Grand 
Duchy, in 1512 measures were taken to specify the number of rep
resentatives to be invited from each territorial unit or powiat) or 
its agenda. Military and fiscal issues tended to dominate proceed
ings. Boiars that attended the sejm were regarded as representative 
of the whole estate but the sejm only had limited rights of agreeing 
or disagreeing with issues or presenting petitions. Practically 
speaking this was an extension of the Council with invited boiars 
and most issues were presented and virtually most were decided 
upon by the Council itself. The sejm became a significant institu
tion of government but the gentry were as yet unable to formulate 
its actions. In short it was only an instrument serving the Council’s 
influence.

Vytautas’s policy of removing regional dukes and replacing 
them with his own lieutenants was not abandoned. The recreation 
of the duchies of Kiev and Volyn was a temporary matter and after
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the deaths of Olelka and Svitrigaila the noble lieutenants returned. 
I he remaining small Rus’ian duchies were territories at the dis
posal of the grand duke and not patrimonial vassal lands. As it 
was the state formed two districts: the palatinates (wojewodztwa) 
of Vilnius and Trakai that covered most ethnic Lithuanian lands 
(apart from Zemaitija) and the south western Ruthenian lands 
stretching to Brest and the Dnepr river basin that came under di
rect grand-ducal control from time to time. These palatinates, un
til joined in 1442 by Zemaitija, made up the Grand Duchy in the 
narrow sense and they were the kernels of the state around which 
other lands spread out. There were the large Rus’ian territories 
that maintained the internal integrity of the Grand Duchy, the 
lands of Kiev, Volyn, Polotsk, Vitebsk, and Smolensk. They were 
Lithuanian Rus’ (Ruthenia) but not one unit. They were separate 
lands. From 1442 these were governed, like Zemaitija too, by lieu
tenants, namestniki (in east Slavonic), or capitanei (in Latin) but 
traditionally they had their own systems of government which 
Casimir and other rulers confirmed into the sixteenth century as 
they extended or changed particular territorial charters.

The differences between these and the Lithuanian lands were 
evened out in time and their boiars received the same rights as 
Lithuanian boiars when they were appointed to local office or 
granted privileges within the state administration. Lithuanian and 
Ruthenian gentry came closer together through the idea of church 
union that spread in those lands. Lithuania took no part in the 
union created by the Council of Ferrara Florence in 1439 but 
when the metropolitanate of Kiev was re-established in 1458 it 
was governed by a unionist cleric. The Lithuanian authorities 
were not frightened by confessional disputes and it was easier for 
unionist Ruthenians to take their place in public life. They identi
fied themselves gradually with the Lithuanian state. The ever more
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frequently summoned sejms fostered estate loyalties and both Li
thuanian and Ruthenian boiars came to understand more and 
more that they belonged to the same class. In the sejms or negotia
tions with the Poles the gentry and lords said that they were “ Li
thuania” , whatever their ethnic origin. At the turn of the fifteenth 
and sixteenth century the formations of the “ Lithuanian political 
nation” progressd but was not as yet complete.

Lithuania in the lands of the Jagiellonian Dynasty and Eastern 
Europe. When Lithuania and Poland were under the personal 
union of the Jagiellonian dynasty, Casimir, like sometimes his fa
ther Jogaila had to reconcile personal, family and dynastic inter
ests with those of both their realms. In both realms there were 
noble-estate institutions opposed to the ruler. The relationship be
tween Poland and Lithuania stood between Casimir’s disputes 
with the Polish gentry and especially with their leader Bishop 
Zbygniew Olesnicki. Elere even in Poland Casimir could depend 
on the support of the Lithuanian lords. Tension was constant be
tween Poland and Lithuania both because of the relationship itself 
and the Polish territorial pretensions. Lithuania always resisted 
these pretensions and preserved its territory. In it disputes with 
Poland Lithuania needed the support of the Teutonic Order and 
therefore it was passive during the Thirteen Years’ War of 1454- 
1466 between Poland and the Order. The starosta of Zemaitija, 
K^sgaila, occupied Klaipeda in 1455 but Lithuania generally main
tained armed neutrality with the Order as this was convenient for 
Poland. Poland regained Pomorze and the Order became a Polish 
vassal state. Lithuania remained on the sidelines. Lithuania and 
Poland, although came into constant conflict were necessary for 
one another in the political sphere and necessary to Casimir as he 
began to operate in central Europe (in Bohemia and Hungary). In
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1471 his son Wladyslaw became king of Bohemia. Almost twenty 
years later in 1490 Casimir’s sons even fought one another for the 
sake of the Hungarian throne and Wladyslaw won. There were 
several reasons for Casimir’s expansion of Poland towards the 
south west, but Lithuania was only interested in the possibility of 
opposing the Turks.

When he became grand duke of Lithuania, Casimir was imbued 
with the concept of Lithuanian statehood and he maintained this 
until his death, but after he consolidated his position in Poland he 
used his powers as grand duke more for personal and dynastic 
aims and expended less effort and attention to the defence of 
Lithuania’s interests. His actions coincided rather more with the 
interests of Poland than those of Lithuania. The Lithuanian Coun
cil of Lords sought to take control of the situation and have an 
effect on Poland’s stance; congresses of representatives of both 
nations were held as provided for by the Treaty of Horodlo (1413). 
Certain issues of state policy were resolved but most often than 
not there was no success in these discussions. Pressurising Casimir 
and the Poles, attempts were made to find a new ruler but all this 
was nothing more than an attempt. In 1481 Mikhail Olelkovich 
led a princely rebellion against Casimir but this was a pro-Musco- 
vite coup and so most lords did not support it and it failed. The 
rebellion was defeated by Lithuanian nobles for their primary 
intererst lay in maintaining the unity of the state.

Lithuania joined west European civilisation after its conversion 
and became the easternmost representative of this civilisation, be
cause its territory was extended deep into eastern Europe. It en
joyed close relations with states and civilisations in this region, 
with north-eastern Rus’, now united around Moscow, and the 
Tatar world, and so it was inevitable that Lithuanian would be 
part of that world too. After Casimir ascended the Lithuanian
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throne Muscovy was still involved in civil war following the death 
of Vassiliy I in 1425. Lithuania supported Vassiliy II at one time 
and at another encouraged his enemies, in the wish that no one 
would become established in power in north eastern Rus’. After he 
became king of Poland, Casimir wanted to obtain peace in the east 
and despite the Council of Lords’ wishes he concluded a treaty in 
1449 for “eternal peace” with Muscovy. Spheres of influence were 
shared out. Lithuania was to influence Tver, Muscovy -  Novgorod 
and Pskov. This was a retreat in comparison with Vytautas’s 
achievements. Vassiliy II quickly moved on to the attack and by 
1485, as Lithuania watched passively, Moscow virtually com
pleted the unification of north-eastern Rus’. Next Moscow began 
to expand towards Lithuania’s Rus’ian lands in the upper Oka 
basin. Making use of uncertainty over the status of small duchies 
and their weakness and distance from the centre of Lithuanian 
authority that made communication with the centre and their de
fence difficult, from 1487 Muscovy attacked them regularly. That 
was an undeclared war and Casimir’s passive policy in Rus’ bore 
its own bitter fruit. Lithuania was pushed out of north-eastern 
Rus’ and began to lose her own territory. Muscovy began to pose 
the greatest danger to Lithuania.

The Tatar world was also disturbed. The Golden Horde col
lapsed and there was constant warring over power. The Tatar 
hordes and khanates often changed allies and became involved in 
civil wars in Lithuania and the Grand Duchy’s relations with Mus
covy, solliciting aid and dragging Lithuania into theirn own con
flicts. The situation was unstable and agreements short-term. Two 
large political phenomena, the Great Horde and the Crimean 
Khanate appeared on Lithuania’s borders in the mid-fifteenth 
century. Relations with these demanded much attention and 
manoeuvring between them became more and more complex. As

114



of 1475 the Crimean Khanate became an Ottoman vassal and af
ter unsuccessful conflict with Muscovy in 1480 the Great Horde 
dispapeared and the Rus’ians removed the last vestiges of Tatar 
suzerainty from their state. Around 1480 Muscovy drew the 
Crimean khan onto its side and in 1482 Tatar warriors ravaged 
Kiev. Attacks by the Crimean Tatars became a continual affair as 
they ravaged the Grand Duchy’s southern territories and forced 
Lithuania to pay increasing attention and force to them.

Casimir died in Grodno on June 7 1492. The nobles who had 
attended his passing reported that he had appointed his son 
Alexander as his successor in Lithuania and John Albert as king of 
Poland. The Council of Lords summoned a boiar congress (sejm) 
which elected Alexander Jagiellonczyk (1492-1506) grand duke 
and crowned him. He pressurised the Poles to elect John Albert 
and the personal union between Lithuania and Poland broke, al
though the rulers of both states belonged to the same family. This 
did not run counter to the political union which was still desired 
by the Lithuanian political establishment (because of the threat 
from Muscovy and the need for direct contact with the west) and 
the Poles (who sought to annex Lithuania and had dynastic politi
cal interests in east-central Europe). Alexander’s reign began on 
August 6 1492 with the proclamation of a land charter that con
firmed and extended boiar rights and formulated and extended the 
powers of the Council of Lords. The rights and powers of the 
grand duke, a member of the Jagiellonian dynasty, were limited in 
favour of another political agent, the Council of Lords.

The new grand duke immediately came up against Moscow, 
which in autumn 1492 began to wage war. Grand Duke Ivan III 
(1462-95) who had married Zoe Palaiologa, the kinswoman of 
ther last emperor of Byzantium, declared that Moscow had taken 
over from Constantinople the role of centre of the Orthodox world
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and had an obligation to unite all Rus’ian Orthodox lands, includ
ing those now under Lithuanian rule. In 1485 Ivan III began to call 
himself “ruler of all Rus’ ” and in 1493 he styled himself in this 
way in correspondence with Lithuania and the Rus’ian state that 
grew out of the Grand Duchy of Muscovy based its relations with 
Lithuania on ideology. For Lithuania this meant constant pressure 
in the east which became one of the state’s most important con
cerns. The Rus’ian state had the advantage in war and it was diffi
cult for Lithuania to defend its eastern lands and so it looked for 
peace. One of the ways of gaining peace was for Alexander to seek 
the hand of Ivan’s daughter Elena, in the belief that a marriage 
would ensure good inter-state relations. After concluding a peace 
in 1494 Lithuania lost some of the Oka duchies and Viazma. The 
balance of power had changed in the advantage of Rus’.

Alexander and Elena wed in 1495 and the bride remained Or
thodox. The marriage did in fact bring peace but it also allowed 
Ivan III to interfere in Lithuanian affairs to resolve alleged harm 
done to Orthodox Christians and thus he tried to rock the state 
from within. Although Ivan did not achieve anything in these at
tempts, tension still lingered. In the south the Turkish threat gath
ered and this was sensed particularly by the Jagiellonian kings of 
Hungary and Bohemia who made a coalition against the Otto
mans. Lithuania was also drawn into anti-Turkish policy, espe
cially as the Crimean Tatars were ravaging the Grand Duchy from 
along its southern borders. But Lithuania was more anxious about 
Muscovy and in 1500 the Rus’ians started the war again on a 
broad front. The Lithuanian army lost the battle of Vedrosha and 
the Crimean Tatars attacked from the south. In order to defend the 
Grand Duchy a ransom had to be paid to the Crimea.

The link with Poland had to be stengthened and in 1499 the 
Treaty of Vilnius was signed. The rulers and nobles of both states
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agreed that their alliance was an alliance of independent states 
with equal rights, and this was the line taken by the Lithuanian 
Council of Lords. Rulers were to be elected jointly and this was 
oriented towards safeguarding the Jagiellonian dynasty’s rights in 
both states and also suited Polish interests. In the heat of war on 
June 17 1501 John Albert died. Alexander paid all his attentions 
to the issue of the Polish throne and with the support of the Lithua
nian sejm he sought the crown. The Polish sejm elected Alexander 
king on September 30 1501. A new Polish-Lithuanian agreement 
was drafted, the Union of Mielnik. This proclaimed that both states 
would be joined into one and be ruled by a joint ruler to be elected 
in Poland and that a joint sejm would be called. This was a treaty 
guaranteeing equal rights but Poland as the more powerful partner 
would have overshadowed Lithuania. However, aid in the war 
against Muscovy was essential and Alexander and several lords of 
his party agreed with the conditions but stressed that the agree
ment would have to be confirmed by the Lithuanian Sejm and the 
Council of Lords. But the Union of Mielnik was not confirmed 
either by the Sejm in 1502, when it was ignored completely as 
military issues were discussed on that occasion, or in the 1505 Sejm, 
when it was thrown out. The Lithuanian lords once more pulled 
together in the face of threats to the Grand Duchy’s statehood.

The unfavourable developments in the war with Muscovy were 
much more important than the agreement drafted in Mielnik. The 
Muscovites invaded Lithuanian territory and their allies, the 
Crimean Tatars, ravaged the southern lands of Poland and Lithua
nia. However, the military forces were tiring and in 1503 Ivan wel
comed an embassy from the Lithuanians. On March 23 1503 a six 
years’ truce was agreed. Lithuania lost one quarter of its territory, 
a broad band of territories along the Muscovite border, Chernigov, 
Novgorod Severskiy and Starodub. These were not important state
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centres but the large territorial losses showed that the Rushan state 
had taken the strategic initiative. For the restless Crimean Tatars 
attacking Lithuanian lands became a constant occupation and their 
armed bands began to approach the heartlands of the Grand Du
chy But Lithuania did strike back. In 1505 the Tatars were de
feated near Slutsk and in 1506 at Kletsk and they calmed down a 
little. The Battle of Kletsk became a sort of moral compensation 
for several years of military misfortunes.

The war with Muscovy showed that the defenders of the 
Ruthenian territories did not surrender to Muscovite propaganda 
and were loyal to the Lithuanian state. An important reason for 
such behaviour was the constant attention paid to the Ruthenian 
lands beyond the borders of the grand Duchy in the narrow sense. 
During Alexander’s reign their charters were confirmed and the 
continuing formation of a gentry estate in the country that was not 
based on religion or ethnicity was a shield against Moscow s siren 
song. Other aspects of domestic policty were not quite so success
ful and the continual war, and great expenditure had an effect on 
domestic issues. There was a shortage of money and so m 1495 
Alexander drove the Jews out of Lithuania and confiscated t eir 
property. It was hoped that this wealth would help solve the state’s 
financial problems but the financial turnover was badly affected 
and in 1503 Alexander had to allow the Jews to return. In the 
resolution of external problems attempts to assume a more influ
ential place in the Council of Lords or governmenttal structures 
and economic interests caused conflicts between the high nobles in 
domestic political life. Alexander had to resolve several noble dis- 
putes and he himself contributed to tensions when he elevated is 
favourite, Prince Mikhail Glinsky, around 1505. Tension amongst 
the nobility threatened to grow into open confrontation and it was 
in such circumstances that Alexander died on August 19 1506.

118



Before he died Alexander had proclaimed his younger brother 
Sigismund as his heir. On October 20 1506 the Lithuanian Sejm 
elected him grand duke, taking no notice of the agreement with 
Poland which required that both sides of the union take part in 
electing a monarch. Sigismund the Old (1506-48) who was so 
called during his lifetime to distinguish him from his son Sigis
mund Augustus immediately issued a land charter and confirmed 
gentry rights and the powers of the Council of Lords. The charter 
also guaranteed the sovreignty of the state. The Poles did not de
lay in electing Sigismund king. Lithuania stressed its sovereignty 
while Poland raised the issue of the union of the two states, and 
hence their disagreements could not be resolved, but a decision 
was postponed since neither side wished to break their alliance 
and the personal union. And efforts were centred on a military 
alliance.

There was a realignment of states m central and eastern Europe. 
A renewed alliance between the German Empire and the Russian 
state (Muscovy) concentrated the minds of the Jagiellonian states 
and in 1507 in Buda Poland, Hungary and Lithuania concluded a 
mutual support treaty against all enemies. Although in fact the 
treaty was never acted upon, it drew Poland to support Lithuania 
against the Russian state. The Crimea distanced itself from M us
covy and made a military alliance with Lithuania in 1506. When 
Vassiliy III led Muscovite troops into Lithuania in 1507 he found 
the Grand Duchy well-defended. However, in autumn 1507 Li
thuania was struck by a rebellion led by Mikhail Glinsky who had 
lost his status as royal favouriite after Alexander died. Exploiting 
the element of surprise, Glinsky succeeded in taking over quite 
large areas of territory in the Ruthenian parts of the Grand Duchy. 
Seeking support from Vassiliy III, Glinsky declared he would sup
port Orthodoxy, but it turned out that Ruthenia was not receptive
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to such declarations and remained loyal to the Lithuanian state. 
The integration of the Ruthenian gentry within the Lithuanian 
gentry estate had made great progress. Glinsky retreated to Mus
covy and Sigismund the Old appointed Konstantin Ostrogsky to 
command Lithuanian forces. In 1508 the Lithuanians drove the 
Muscovites out of their territory with effective Polish support and 
peace was made without changing state borders.

This peace was not long-lasting. In autumn 1512 the Musco
vites once more invaded Lithuanian territory. Lithuania had been 
mobilised for a long time especially since it had agreed with the 
Crimaen Tatars to march against Moscow in 1513. In 1513 battles 
were joined in the Lithuanian state’s Ruthenian territories and the 
Muscovites laid siege three times to Smolensk which fell in sum
mer 1514. Only then after enlisting mercenaries and gaining Pol
ish support did the joint forces of around 30,000 men led by 
Konstantin Ostrogsky enter the theatre of war. On September 8 
1514 they trounced almost 80,000 Russians in battle at Orsha. 
This victory was very important for morale and news of it re
sounded throughout Europe with the help of the Jagiellonian 
courts which were on bad terms with Muscovy’s Habsburg allies. 
The Battle of Orsha changed the balance of power in the war but 
the victory was not exploited and Smolensk was not taken back. 
Diplomacy replaced military action as Sigismund the Old became 
increasingly concerned with Jagiellonian issues in east-central Eu
rope. In Vienna in 1515 the Jagiellonians met the German em
peror, Maximilian, who promised not to support Muscovy and the 
Teutonic Order with which Poland was in dispute and so the 
Jagiellonians made concessions over the Bohemian and Hungarian 
thrones after Wladyslaw Jagielloriczyk died in 1516. This was far 
from Lithuania and had little influence on the war with the Rus
sian state. More important was the chance for Lithuania to
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mobilise extra forces and money. This was achieved, albeit with 
some difficulty, in the sejms. Military action in 1517-18 continued 
aequo marte and exhausted both sides. Polish support petered out 
after the Kingdom joined war with the Teutonic Order (1519-21). 
Lithuania once more had trouble with the Crimea. A five years’ 
truce was struck in 1522 and Lithuania remained bereft of Smo
lensk. A few years’ reprieve was gained on the eastern front but the 
Tatars attacked continually in the south. The latter attacks were 
an informal war and the Tatars were beaten back by either armed 
force or money.

During the reign of Alexander and the early years of Sigismund 
the Old Lithuania was at war with the Russian state in the years 
1492-94, 1500-1503, 1507-1508, 1512-22. In addition it had to 
fight off continual attacks from the Tatars. The war exhausted the 
country’s economy but the underlying conditions were those of an 
economic rise and as most of the battles were fought in the east, 
Lithuania managed to withstand financial pressures. Polish mili
tary assistance was provided and on occasion this was effective, 
although sometimes it hindered developments. Under the circum
stances of war the importance of the gentry increased and their 
opinion was sought more frequently by both the monarch and the 
Lithuanian lords. The Lithuanian Sejm of 1507 resolved military 
issues and the gentry were taxed. Henceforth important matters 
were discussed in frequently summoned sejms. In 1507 and 1512 
the sejm discussed the war with Russia and in 1507, 1515, 1516, 
1518 and 1521 war taxation was debated. The sejm of 1508 
duscussed the punishment of Mikhail Glinsky and in 1511 and 
1516 army matters came under scrutiny.

The Lithuanian boiars changed. Event though they did not have 
a deciding vote in the sejms they did take part in them; they learned 
to think in state terms, to act with estate solidarity and encouraged
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the formulation of their interests and learned how to defend them. 
The boiars became accustomed to affairs of state, developed skills 
for dealing with them and this was good schooling for their estate. 
In the sejms boiars were required to agree to pay war taxes from 
their lands, maintain hired troops and, like it or not, they agreed 
with such demands. This shows their understanding of state needs 
and the way they identified themselves with the state. The gentry 
themselves began to raise issues such as reform of the legal system. 
Recognising the particular characteristics of his territories 
Sigismund the Old confirmed their charters. This shows that the 
differences between the Lithuanian and Ruthenian lands had not 
disappeared completely. However, the sejms had become an estate 
institution for the gentry of the whole of the Grand Duchy and 
they were attended by boiars from all territories. Attendence there 
and the relationships being formed between certain gentry and the 
lords became common and state careers made statesmen of them, 
who realised that the Lithuanian state was theirs whatever ethnie 
or religion they might belong to. Internal administration was re
formed and the lieutenants in the Ruthenian territories became 
palatines, like those who governed the Vilnius and Trakai districts. 
The 1520s became a decade of change for which the first years of 
Sigismund the Old’s reign had prepared the way.

Casimir Jagiellonczyk began his reign in Lithuania as a Gedimimd, 
a member of the dynasty that had preserved and expanded the 
Lithuanian state and elevated it to a position of regional leader. 
The Gediminids led Lithuanian society into the western European 
cultural arena. After becoming king of Poland, Casimir’s actions 
came to be dominated by the interests he inherited from his father’s
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new Jagiellonian dynasty in Poland, and towards the end of his life 
he was concerned with preserving a growing block of Jagiellonian 
states in central Europe. These interests were directed at consoli
dating the dynasty’s place in central Europe and paying less atten
tion to Lithuanian affairs in eastern Europe. A certain alienation 
and differences of interest can be detected in relations between 
(ogaila and Lithuania and this became even clearer during Ca- 
simir’s long reign and those of his descendants. Jogaila and his 
sons and grandsons were direct descendants of Gediminas, but 
they became Jagiellonians, another dynasty with a different poli
tical programme. Lithuania’s rulers and society alike would still 
seek for common ground, but the original Gediminid policy of 
forming Lithuanian statehood would be taken over by the 
Lithuanian Council of Lords, the political representative of the 
gentry estate.

The lords, descendants of the nobles of Vytautas’s reign, acted 
in conditions of declining monarchical power and they themselves 
contributed to this process of decline. The actions of the Council 
of Lords and individual nobles was contradictory and often per
sonal, estate and state interests were hard to distinguish, but they 
held the wheel of Lithuanian government in the difficult geo-po
litical seas created by the Jagiellonian dynasty, Poland with its 
unforgotten hegemonist aspirations towards Lithuania, the rising 
Muscovite state in the east that claimed to be the Third Rome, and 
the Lithuanian state itself. They took, as they had to, great respon
sibility for what happened (at great expense), although losses in 
Rus’ were inevitable. Lithuania resisted Polish designs, turned its 
face westwards and made haste to taken in the lessons of Latin 
culture and adapt what it learned to its own circumstances. An
other force arose in society, namely the gentry. These were the 
mainstay of the state but were not as yet an independent political
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agent. Gentry opinion began to be heard in government, but it was 
not listened too very much. However, they grew strong and were 
strengthened; there hour was nigh.

2.3 Lithuania on the road to progress and reform 
ca.1520-ca.1570

Events of the 1520s. As we begin this new section we should recall 
our definitions of the boundary between the long fifteenth century 
and the short sixteenth century. The third decade of the sixteenth 
century was a mass of events which, when taken individually, do 
not form any clear boundary, but when taken as a whole, we can 
see that they mark a new quality to the life of society and the state 
which was not very visible at once, but over the coming decades it 
would lead Lithuania along the road to swifter modernisation and 
basic political changes at state level. Deep changes took place in 
the life of society, the state and culture and these affected the whole 
of Lithuania. As is usually the case during periods of essential 
change, it is difficult to unravel intertwined events and factors, 
especially when we come to set out their causes and effects.

From 1522 Lithuania was at peace. When the Tatars innvaded 
in 1527 they were defeated at the Battle of Olshanica. Internal 
affairs were most important and these were dealt with. Relations 
with the grand duke, that is the king of Poland, and Poland were a 
constant factor of everyday Lithuanian life. In 1518 Sigismund the 
Old married Duchess Bona Sforza of Milan and in 1520 she bore 
her husband a son, Sigismund Augustus. This gave a promise of 
dynastic continuity but it also revived the problem of the relation
ship between the two nations. Bona was active in public life and in 
1522 she together with the Lithuanian lords made Sigismund the
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Old proclaim his son to be his heir in Lithuania. In 1526 the lords 
proposed crowning him king of Lithuania, but Sigismund the Old 
did not agree on account of the Polish relationship. In 1526 Louis 
the Jagiellonian, king of Bohemia and Hungary was slain in battle 
against the Turk at Mohacs and his realms were divided amongst 
the Habsburgs and the Turks. The Jagiellonians’ position in Cen
tral Europe collapsed. This was sensed by Poland and Lithuania 
found the decline in its dynasty’s prestige a blow, but in relations 
with Poland the Grand Duchy felt stronger. On October 18 1529 
the Lithuanians elevated Sigismund Augustus (1529/44/48-72) to 
the grand-ducal throne and in 1530 the Poles had to proclaim him 
king of Poland. Once more Lithuania showed her significance 
within the union; the rulers, father and son, won most but the 
Lithuanian lords also strengthened their position.

Dynastic matters were not the only walk of life where Bona was 
active. The Council of Lords had taken to assuming greater au
tonomy in settling domestic affairs and while Sigismund the Old 
was more often in Poland, they assumed some of his powers. The 
lords defended Lithuanian interests consensually in foreign affiars 
especially relations with Poland, but there was always rivalry over 
who was to lead the lords. In the early sixteenth century the Radvilas 
expanded their influence broadly and they were always opposed by 
Albertas Gostautas. When the latter obtained the highest offices 
(those of palatine of Vilnius and chancellor of the Grand Duchy) in 
1522 conflict erupted between him and Konstantin Ostrogsky. Bona 
intervened in the dispute as mediator, in a way compensating for the 
absence of the king. There was no conflict of interest between the 
lords and Bona, who was concerned for Sigismund Augustus’s 
rights, and they began to co-operate, but this collaboration was ru
ined by Bona’s inspection of grand-ducal lands and her demands 
that they be returned to the direct control of the grand duke (rather
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than be farmed out among noble officials) and this went against the 
lords’ interests. During the war years many grand-ducal lands had 
been mortgaged to, or illegally siezed or badly administered by lords 
and the occasional middling boiar. In 1529 and with Sigismund the 
Old’s agreement Bona set about taking back control of grand-ducal 
lands and the first large operation was the retrieval from Radvila 
administration of Knyszyn in Podlasie (1530). This affair lasted 
through the 1530s but even the first steps led to a breakdown in 
relations between the grand duchess-queen and the lords.

Under conditions of peace the sejms of the 1530s turned their 
attention increasingly to sorting out the legal system. The main 
legal source was the charters issued by rulers and common law. 
Only the odd charter was addressed to the whole Grand Duchy 
and provincial charters led to the formation of special legal dis
tricts. Common law also differed from area to area. In court the 
lords and gentry found themselves in different positions and they 
were tried by different courts. As the gentry estate consolidated its 
position, this state of affairs became uncomfortable and the 
thought arose that there should be laws that were the same for 
members of this estate throughout the state. This issue was raised 
in sejms from the early sixteenth century. A set of laws presented 
to the Sejm in 1522 was not approved. This should be explained 
by the complexity of gathering such laws, disputes over their con
tent and Albertas Gostautas’s attempts to hinder the Radvilas, 
who had drawn up the set of laws. Only in the 1528-29 Sejm was 
a large part of this legislative work completed. In 1528 the sejm 
confirmed the Military Muster List, which set norms for how 
many soldiers should be provided by the nobility and gentry. This 
was a census of the gentry who had military obligations and hence 
was a type of confirmation of who was a boiar. This was also nec
essary to enable troop mobilisation. Another achievement was the
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compilation of the First Lithuanian Statute in 1529. This was a 
great step forward towards consolidation of the state and it was 
valid throughout the Grand Duchy, replacing provincial charters 
and completing the legal standing of the boiars as an estate. In 
effect it was an agreement between the ruler and the nobility. 
Boiars were guaranteed legal guarantees and military service was 
stipulated as the priime duty of the gentry. The Statute normatised 
written and common law on the basis of Roman law. It was the 
only such general law codex in the region and bears witness to the 
high level achieved by Lithuanian legal thought and the state of 
the Grand Duchy’s legal system. This system met the needs of the 
state and society, although there were still disagreements on the 
part of certain gentry strata and these became grounds for future 
disputes. It could not have been otherwise, since the Statute con
firmed the lords’ status and authority and hence it was their stat
ute too. Sigismund the Old had to issue a land charter guarantee
ing the direct subjection of the gentry to the ruler.

Furthermore, a new redaction of the Lithuanian Chronicles ap
peared at that time, sponsored by the lords and most probably 
completed in the circle of Albertas Gostautas. This expressed the 
idea of Lithuanian statehood clearly and based it on the theory of 
Lithuanian descent from the Romans, which was expanded and 
used to illustrate the high descent of aristocartic families.

In under a decade Lithuania changed markedly. The most vis
ible sign of change was the adoption of the First Lithuanian Stat
ute. This defined the class development of society and illustrated 
how far the boiar political nation had developed and revealed the 
integration of Lithuanian and Ruthenian boiars on the basis of an 
idea. There was confirmation that the Ruthenian gentry was po
litically Lithuanian. Lithuania became a European country not 
only because it had accepted Christianity and Latin civilisation but
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also because of its social structure. Other tendencies are not so 
easily seen. The institutional significance of the office of grand 
duke grew stronger; the ruler; most often represented by Bona 
Sforza, attempted once more to control public life by political 
(Sigismund Augustus) and economic (royal demesne estate) means. 
The gentry masses began to find a common language, the pan
orama of political life became more diverse and it became clear 
that the time had come to bring the interests of the monarch and 
the lords and gentry into line. At the same time we should stress 
that this decade did not mark the end of the process of develop
ments in the state and society. These developments continued to be 
strengthened by qualitative tendencies in Lithuania and also fur
ther integration into European life.

Lithuania between the First and Second Statutes. Lithuania ad
vanced rapidly towards progress. This progress was informed by 
forces within society that turned their attention to improving the 
economy and cultural life and by social changes that were condi
tioned by economic and cultural factors. Influential too was the 
move towards involvement in European processes, be they eco
nomic or socio-cultural, and the process that was felt most keenly 
was the Reformation. In affairs of state this was a time of collabo
ration between the Jagiellonians, the power of the lords and a gen
try that was growing in strength, and this all changed the 
Lithuanian state. The roots of the changes had appeared in an ear
lier decade, the decade of the First Lithuanian Statute which dealt 
with a set of state and social affiars. In the mid-1560s, at a time of 
reforms that marked swift developments, a new Lithuanian Stat
ute was adopted. Both the First and Second Statutes summarise 
the socio-political state of Lithuania in their day and form a sort of 
framework for a whole period.
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The whole of the sixteenth century was favourable for Lithuanian 
exports to western Europe. Trade in grain and forest products 
(building timber, cut timber, potash, ash and charcoal) dominated 
hut there were also exports of fibres, linen and hemp. In the timber 
business and river transport hired work was used and as grain pro
duction increased so did the significance of land and those who 
worked the land. The gentry enjoyed property rights over their fam
ily lands, including the right to sell land, and so a land market devel
oped. But peasants lost that right and the ruler instructed that their 
land rights not be recognised. The peasantry was increasing bound 
to the land and serfdom developed rapidly. Great noble estates or 
latifundia grew up as did the estates of the middling gentry and 
these were run on serf labour. Export goods were produced on the 
estates and the gentry landowners became involved in foreign trade, 
The class of economically-active gentry prospered and this had an 
immediate effect on the country’s internal life.

The greatest changes took place in the villages, agriculture and 
areas connected with exports. The country was covered by quite a 
dense network of small towns but no new large towns were 
founded. Vilnius, Kaunas, Mogilev and a few other towns in Li
thuanian Ruthenia did grow as a reult of long-distance trade, but at 
the same time both Lithuanian merchants and trading boiars experi
enced losses because Lithuania did not have the ports necesaary to 
establish better trade links with western Europe. As a consequence 
they had to pay for the services of mercantile intermediaries in 
Gdansk, Riga and Konigsberg. Merchants could not amass large 
capital and faced competition from the gentry and so did not be
come a significant part of Lithuanian society and remained outside 
state affairs. The tendency of the lords and boiars towards hege
mony became clear and this was based on exports of agricultural 
and forest products. Lithuania became a storehouse of raw material
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for western Europe and its growing economy became increasingly 
dependent on developments in distant parts of the continent.

Lords and gentry saved money and spent at least a part of it on 
travel to western Europe and university education. This created 
favourable conditions for the spread of western ideas, artistic 
styles, ways of life and fashion in Lithuania. The capital city grew 
beautiful. In 1530 Italian craftsmen finished construction work on 
the grand-ducal palace which was later enlarged on more than one 
occasion and it was there that Sigismund Augustus buit his art 
gallery and amassed a library of Renaissance splendour. Lords 
moved to Vilnius to build palaces there. Thanks to them, the 
Churches (Catholic and Orthodox) and the richer burghers Vilnius 
became a city of brick and stone. Here in the circles of the 
Radvilas, Albertas Gostautas and other high nobles, in the grand- 
ducal palace and chancery, the monasteries and cathedral chapter, 
local and outside intellectuals gathered to react to the state of the 
realm and criticism of the Catholic Church in western Europe, 
which they understood competently. They were capable of spread
ing new ideas in society. One such new idea was the Reformation.

Reformation ideas spread in Lithuania directly from western 
Europe via boiars and burghers who had studied or travelled there, 
and also from the Duchy of Prussia, the former territory of the 
Teutonic Order that had been secularised and had adopted the 
Lutheran religion. Ideas spread from Poland too, where they were 
propagated despite Sigismund the Old’s decree prohibiting such 
“ heresy” . The Catholic Church in Lithuania was not prepared in
tellectually to rebuff the Reformation and it was poorly organised. 
As a result it began to lose the faithful. The Reformation came to 
Lithuania in two waves4. Lrom the beginning it was suported by

4 I.uksaite I., “Die reformatorischen Kirchen Litauens bis 1795” , in Die reformato- 
rischen Kirchen Litauens, ed. A. Hermann and W. Kahle, Erlangen, 1998, p. 19-135.
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the most educated and active section of the gentry and from the 
early 1550s it also enjoyed noble support. The most notable Prot
estants were the Radvila cousins, Mikalojus [Nicolaus] the Black 
and Mikalojus [Nicolaus] the Red. The Protestant position was 
strengthend too by the growing client system among the nobility 
and gentry when the nobles made use of the services of boiars, 
intellectuals, administrators and soldiers and even new arrivals 
from Europe. Such clients formed the support basis for the politi
cal and cultural activities of the Radvila, Chodkevicius and other 
families and among them were spreaders of Protestant thought, 
successsful religious polemicists and authors of theological and 
political texts.

The first sermons in the spirit of the Reformation were preached 
in Vilnius in around 1525. Sigismund the Old only issued his anti- 
Reformation decree in Lithuania in 1535 and so Reformation 
ideas spread uncontrollably, especaially among the gentry. The 
most noticable devlopment was the school founded by Abraomas 
Kulvietis [Abraham Culvensis] in Vilnius in 1539 without the per
mission of the Catholic Church, that held a monopoly on educa
tion. This new school spread Protestant ideas. The monarch closed 
it down in 1542 and supporters of the Reformation began to move 
away; many went to Prussia. In 1544 the Lithuanians Culvensis 
and Stanislovas Rapalionis [Stanislaus Rapagellonus] were among 
the first professors of Duke Albert’s new University of Konigsberg. 
A situation developed whereby Lithuanian Protestants provided 
staff for Prussian churches. One of the reasons for this was the 
presence of many Lithuanian people in Prussia in what is known 
as Prussian Lithuania (Preussische Litauen). They needed pastors 
who could speak Lithuanian and Lithuania could provide such 
men. Here in Konigsberg in 1547 the first printed book in the Li
thuanian language was published: Martynas Mazvydas’s [Martin
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Mosswid] translation of a German catechism, Catechismusa pras- 
ty szadei.

The spirit of the Reformation was not broken in Lithuania and 
the movement revived in the early 1550s, when there were already 
Lutheran communities in Vilnius and Kaunas. Most important of 
all, these were communities joined by certain lords, like the above- 
mentioned Radvilas. Lords and wealthier gentry became the 
founders of new churches and book publishers. Apart from 
Lutherans, Calvinists and Arians established communities. In the 
1560s Calvinism dominated the Reformation in the Lithuanian 
parts of the Grand Duchy and Protestantism spread to Ruthenia 
too. It was very important for public life that more and more Prot
estant lords and other influential gentry became Protestant, for 
this changed the religious balance among the ruling authorities.

The other camp also began to develop. In 1563 the Council of 
Trent concluded its deliberations on reform of the Catholic Church 
and the Counter-Reformation movement was activated. The 
Counter-Reformation reached Lithuania in the 1560s and the 
clearest example of its achievements was the invitation to the Soci
ety of Jesus to come to the Grand Duchy. The Jesuits founded their 
college in Vilnius in 1569 and the first of the Protestant lords be
gan to return to the Catholic fold.

The Reformation and the social life it stirred up was quite au
tonomous in Lithuania, even more so than similar movements in 
Poland. The Reformation was a European movement and many of 
its adherents were travelling scholars. The high intellectual level of 
Protestants in Lithuania and the intensity of their communication 
with Reformnation thinkers and leaders in Europe is illustrated by 
the fact that Lithuanians, or those Protestants who came to 
Lithuania from abroad, figure among the most renowned Refor
mation activists of the sixteenth century. Lithuania and Poland
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reached similar levels in this area and this encouraged co-opera
tion between Protestants in both parts of the Jagiellonian union 
and inspired changes in Lithuania. One of these changes involved 
language and can be seen both in the Reformation and society at 
large. This happened differently in Lithuania than was the case in 
Prussia. In 1563 M. Radvila the Black published the Bible in Pol
ish. He hoped to find a broad readership, as a Polish book could 
spread in Lithuania, Poland and Ruthenia. The Radvilas, who 
were defenders of Lithuanian state interests, were doubtful, like 
other lords, of the use of Lithuanian and did not use that language 
as a means to spread Reformation and Renaissance ideas. Latin 
and Ruthenian were used in public life and Lithuanian began to 
retreat. The invasion of Polish, used by nobles and gentry through 
working with and marrying Poles, began in Lithuania.

In such a social, economic and cultural context relations be
tween the dynasty, the lords and the gentry developed5. The First 
Statute guaranteed the supremacy of the lords in the state and 
Bona was satisfied with it for resolving Sigismund Augustus’s af
fairs. She continued her revision of grand-ducal domains and this 
brought her into conflict with the lords. This tension was not re
lieved for long by the war with Muscovy that began in 1534. There 
were hopes of taking advantage of the change in Russian leader
ship, the minority of the new boy tsar, Ivan IV, and disturbances 
within Muscovite society. The war was not well prepared for and 
proceeded with varying degrees of success. Lithuania had to ask 
for Polish help and this time such help was effective. In 1537 there 
was large military and financial pressure that led to a truce lasting

' Kiaupiene J., “The Grand Duchy and the Grand Dukes of Lithuania in the sixteenth 
century: Reflections on the Lithuanian political nation and the Union of Lublin” , in 
The Polish-Lithuanian Monarchy in European Context, c. 1500-1795, ed. R. Butter- 
wick, Palgrave, 2001, p. 82-92.
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until 1562. It became even clearer that Lithuania was unable to 
overcome Muscovy that exceeded the Grand Duchy’s demo
graphic-military potential and capabilities for organising a war.

Bona continued her examination of mortgaged and lost grand- 
ducal domain lands in Lithuania, gentry property rights and 
bought back mortgaged lands from lords against their will. After 
beginning her control of great estates, Bona set about reforming 
them and set up large folwark estates with manor ploughing and 
serf labour. She re-measured peasant land and brought dues into 
line with the size of landholdings. Another measure that ran con
trary to the lords’ interests was the appointment of Bona’s own 
people to state office and if she was unable to do this she would 
leave such offices unoccupied. The death of Albertas Gostautas in 
1539 was quite convenient for Bona’s plans, as was the extinction 
of several Lithuanian noble families such as the Zaberezinskis’es 
in 1542 and the Gostautas’es in 1545. The ranks of the K^sgaila 
family also began to thin out, opening the way for changes in the 
noble power block.

The Council of Lords sought ways to soften the blow of Bona’s 
actions and decrease the influence she enjoyed over the aging 
Sigismund the Old. In 1542 the latter agreed to decide Lithuanian 
issues only when he was attended by the Council and in 1544 the 
Lords’ Council managed to get powers in Lithuania divided be
tween the royal father and son. Sigismund the Old retained for 
himself the highest nominal authority in Lithuania (as supreme 
duke), the treasury and the state seal. From 1529 his son Sigis
mund (Augustus) had been grand duke and he gained power over 
the courts, awarding public office and the right to run the grand- 
ducal domain lands and he became his father’s lieutenant in 
Lithuania. But this was tied to the sovreign powers of Sigismund 
the Old who had proclaimed himself supreme duke of Lithuania
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and not to the Crown of Poland. Bona and the Polish lords failed 
m their attempts to oppose this. After setting up court in Vilnius, 
Sigismund Augustus filled vacant public offices and the Radvilas 
became even stronger. Other families rose to prominence, includ
ing the Ruthenian Hlebovicius’es [Hlebowicz], Hornostajs and 
Bona’s favourites, the Chodkevicius’es [Chodkiewicz], who all 
regarded themselves as politically Lithuanian.

The Radvilas derived great political power from Sigismund 
Augustus’s love for M. Radvila the Red’s sister, the widow Bar
bara, whom the grand duke married in secret in 1547. The mar
riage could not remain a secret for long and it was not recognised 
by Sigismund the Old, but the latter died on April 1 1548. Sigis
mund Augustus ascended the Polish throne and apart from the 
Polish noble claims on Lithuania, all attention was concentrated 
on Barbara’s coronation, which Sigismund managed to achieve 
only in 1550 after a long dispute with Bona and the Polish nobility 
who had opposed the marriage. Policy was not affected by reli
gious issues, since Sigismund was indifferent to religion, but he 
had been influenced by Protestants at his court and had begun to 
pay attention to the new religion. However, Barbara’s coronation 
would have been unthinkable without the support of the Polish 
Catholic primate and so the king remained Catholic. Barbara 
caused the Radvilas to rise even higher and many of them, not only 
Mikalojus the Red, became leaders of the Lithuanian nobility and 
men of account in Poland. However, in 1551 Barbara died. This 
bad almost no effect on life in Lithuania for the king spent most of 
his time in Poland, but the Radvilas became the most important fam
ily in Lithuania. Bona lost her influence and in 1556 she returned 
home to Bari where she died in 1557.

As relations between the Jagiellonians and the lords developed, 
the main body of the Lithuanian gentry grew more powerful and
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consolidated their political authority. Boiars who remained in
creasingly at home on their estates agreed in the sejm to pay cash 
contributions instead of performing their military duties, since 
they did not believe they would get land and peasants from the 
monarch to support their going to war. The interests of the gentry- 
landowner and non-gentry-soldier dominated. The ruler and the 
lords had to seek their agreement to pay such moneys and the 
boiars felt their significance to the state. In the sejms they presented 
more and more pleas to the monarch, and sometimes these read like 
demands. The gentry may have been influenced by the sixteenth- 
century Polish gentry’s “ Execution (or, Implementation) of the 
Laws” Movement which was directed against the increasing pow
ers of the nobility in public life and the noble’s abuse of those 
powers. Lithuanian gentry petitions in the 1540s and 1550s some
times remind one of the Execution Movement’s demands. They 
asked for land-owning clergy and burghers to be obliged to carry 
out military service like the gentry and for the number of hired 
soldiers to be increased. They wanted clergy who had committed a 
crime against a layman be tried in the plaintiff’s court, and duties 
on goods from gentry estates to be abolished. Demands were made 
for offices not be granted to clerics or foreigners, and for boiars to 
be granted the right to take part in issuing new currency and the 
right to supervise the spending of war taxes. In 1551 there was a 
desire for only laws approved by the Council of Lords and all the 
gentry to be valid in the state and in each sejm there were demands 
for gentry courts to be set up. The petitions and demands were not 
systemised nor were they presented in programme form. The 
Lithuanian boiar movement did not assume clear organisational 
forms and did not appoint leaders.

Nevertheless, we see a clear boiar concept of how they should 
equalise their and the lords’ status within the realm and take a real
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part in government. They set about defining the ir vision of a gen
try state and society and this can be seen in Mykolas Lietuvis 
(Michalo Lituanuss) treatise, De moribus tartarorum, lituanorum 
ct moschorum, written around 1550. Michalo seems to have been 
a middling boiar and this is clear from his work. He criticised the 
faults of life in a noble-run state, blamed the nobles and high 
Catholic clergy, condemned their privileges, self-will and moral 
decadence. Michalo’s ideal state was the Lithuania of Vytautas’s 
day and he wished to hand over complete power to a strong grand 
duke, who would take the advice of ordinary boiars. His opus was 
dedicated to Sigismund Augustus but it is not known whether the 
king ever saw it, whether it had an effect on him or whether it was 
known at all to his contemporaries, since it survives only in frag
ments that were printed in 1615. In any case we can say that the 
thoughts set down in this text were familiar to Lithuanian boiars 
in the mid-sixteenth century, that they reflect their views and that 
it often repeats petitions/demands made in the sejms.

Bold boiar pressure in the sejm started to bear fruit. In courts in 
the 1540s there were gentry counsellors who were elected not ap
pointed. In 1559 the king repealed duties on produce from gentry 
estates and military materiel. As demands for a review of the sys
tem of elected boiar courts and gentry rights did not relent, a com
mission comprising ten members of whom half were to be Catho
lic and half Orthodox was set up in 1558 to prepare amendments 
to the First Statute. No Protestants were invited to sit on this com
mission. More important still is the fact that all commissioners 
were from the middling gentry and many had experience of work
ing in courts or state administration. At the same time prepara
tions were made to reorganise state government.

Chronologically these were preceded by the Valak or Hide re
forms on the king’s estates. In 1547 following Bona’s example
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Sigismund Augustus sent officials to his Alytus estate to reorganise 
land use and distribution. Peasant lands were measured out in 
hides or valaks (one valak is the equivalent of 21 hectares) and on 
this basis peasant dues were calculated. They were tied to the land 
and folwark estates with manor ploughings and had to work these 
lands. Eventually they lost the right to own or leave the land and 
were turned into serfs. Gentry lands sited between royal estate 
lands were taken over by the king and the former owners were 
granted land elsewhere and, as the agricultural reform was carried 
out, the boiars were checked out. The reform soon covered all the 
western part of the state and in 1553-57 resolutions were pub
lished to make their implementers’ work uniform. In the 1560s the 
reform of royal lands was completed and the lords who had seen 
how useful the reform was, started reorganising their own lands. 
The significance of the reform was obvious: the service dues sys
tem was overhauled, technical changes on the new large farms, 
such as the three-field system, improved production levels and 
landowners’ income increased markedly. The reforms also had 
negative effects: participation in the domestic market by peasants, 
who moved from paying money dues to providing a labour corvee, 
decreased, and the market therefore narrowed. This had an effect 
on towns and their burghers and the Lithuanian economy became 
more dependent on grain exports to western Europe and this led 
to the country’s becoming a raw material’s storehouse appended 
to the west. Forced labour soon became a burden. But all these 
problems would become clear only in the early 1600s.

Reorganisation of Lithuanian internal life came to a head in the 
mid-1560s. The new redaction of the Statute, the Second, was 
completed and in 1564 during the Bielsk Sejm Sigismund Augus
tus’s land charter was proclaimed whereby the lords were to re
nounce all their legal privileges and become one political body
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with the gentry that would be subject to new gentry-elected courts. 
This was a basic concession from the nobles to the gentry and 
opened the way to state reforms. The new order was to be made 
law by the Second Statute which came into force on March 1 1566. 
It declared the sejm to be a legislative organ, introduced the new 
boiar courts for boiars and nobles alike and confirmed the boiars’ 
right to dispose freely of their land. The Second Lithuanian Statute 
was the only such codex in the region and it was based even more 
on Roman law and was better systemised than the First Statute 
and was more expansive. The main point of the new order was 
that boiar government was settled: the state was divided into ad- 
minsitrative-territorial units called powiat and these were to have 
gentry self-government institutions, called sejmiki or dietines, offi
cials, and elected courts. The system was influenced considerably 
by Poland and reveals the effects of the Polish “ execution of the 
laws” system on the Lithuanian gentry. When lords and gentry 
find themselves in the same court, we can speak of their equality 
before the law, of the equal rights and liberties of members of the 
whole estate. Work on implementing the new order began immedi
ately but it took a while and not all boiars were ready for such a 
reorganisation and in addition there were more pressing issues. 
The system of gentry self-government and participation in state 
government took shape and began to work normally in the non- 
too-distant future, but the conditions of Lithuanian state life when 
this happened would be different. Therefore, we will deal with the 
operation of this system later.

Lithuania and Livonian Matters. As production of grain and other 
agricultural commodities increased and turnover in trade grew, 
there was a deep sense that ports were needed. M. Radvila the 
black and other Lithuanian political leaders began to take an in-
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terest in Livonian affairs and ports and the possibility for expand
ing there. Livonia had long since ceased to be aggressive. It had 
defended itself against Muscovite attack in 1501-1503 and since 
then it had not been at war. The Reformation complicated its life 
during the 1520s. Protestantism spread in the towns and drew the 
symapthy of Duke Albert of Prussia’s kinsman, Archbishop Will
iam Hohenzollern of Riga. The Livonian order and the country’s 
bishops remained Catholic. Opposition turned into war in 1556-7 
and Livonia’s neighbours began to take a closer interest in the 
realm. Albert Hohenzollern hoped to use the Reformation to es
tablish himself there but he was pushed to one side. The aims of 
two neighbours, Lithuania and Muscovy were similar. Both wished 
to take over Livonia and its ports. During the reign of Ivan IV 
(1533-84) Muscovy began to expand its boundaries and had oc
cupied the Tatar Khanates of Kazan and Astrakhan. In 1547 Ivan 
was proclaimed tsar of Muscovy and All Rus’ and now he turned 
his attentions westwards.

In 1556-7 Lithuania demonstarted military force and moved its 
armies towards the border. Muscovy did the same in 1557. The 
Master of Livonia, Wilhelm Fiirstenberg came to the Lithuanian 
army’s encampment at Pasvalys and concluded a military alliance 
against Muscovy with Lithuania and Poland in the person of 
Sigismund Augustus. In response the Russians invaded Livonia in 
1558 and siezed Narva and Dorpat and raided as far as Riga. The 
Livonian War had begun. Livonia needed asssitance but in 1558 
demands arose in the Polish Sejm for union with, or rather the 
incorporation of Lithuania (within Poland) and this was raised as 
an issue for the Execution of the Laws Movement by the Polish 
gentry who were hungry for land and hoped to obtain it in Li
thuania. This caused anxiety for Lithuania but as Poland sorted 
out its relations with Turkey and the Habsburgs it forgot Livonia
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and on August 31 1559 a new treaty was made between Lithuania 
and the new Master of the Livonian Order, Gotthard Kettler and 
on September 15 with the archbishop of Riga. Both surrendered 
into the care of Sigismund Augustus as grand duke of Lithuania in 
return for protection against Muscovy. Livonia retained its state
hood but it was tied in dependency with Lithuania. In 1559-60 
Lithuania sent its army into Livonian castles to protect them from 
the Muscovites. The Russians siezed a couple of Livonian forts but 
both Muscovy and Lithuania avoid direct confrontation and main
tained their truce until 1562. Denmark joined in the carve up of 
Livonian territories in 1561 after taking Osel and Sweden seized 
Northern Estonia. Relations with Sweden deteriorated completely. 
On October 4 1561 Sigismund Augustus’s sister Catherine mar
ried King Eric XIV and the latter’s brother Duke John of Finland 
came into conflict with the king as a result of which Eric impris
oned his sibling John.

As the situation changed in Livonia M. Radvila the Black took 
pains to review the treaties of 1559. On November 18 1561 the 
leaders of Lithuania and Livonia met in Vilnius and Livonia 
surrendered to Sigismund Augustus and was annexed by the 
Grand Duchy. What remained was the existing law, political 
order and the Lutheran faith. A Duchy of Courland was created 
in the area between the Lithuanian border and the Dauguva river 
and to the north of the river was the Transdauguva territory. 
Courland was given to Kettler and became a Lithuanian vassal 
and the Livonian Order was dissolved. Transdauguva was under 
direct Lithuanian government and was administered by Kettler. 
In 1566 its legal status was changed and a Lithuanian-Livonian 
Union was created and Transdauguva became a province of the 
Lithuanian state with the right to send representatives to the 
Lithuanian Sejm and Jonas Chodkevicius [Jan Chodkiewiczj
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became its administrator. Until 1582 Riga remained autonomous 
and the lands occupied by other states remained in those states’ 
possession. The Livonian Confederation which had existed in 
Latvian and Estonian territories for around 350 years collapsed 
and imported German statehood disappeared. Lithuania ap
peared to have implemented part of Algirdas’s declared plan to 
take over all Baltic lands but under different conditions and both 
Lithuania itself and Livonia were different from what they had 
been in the fourteenth century. Lithuania obtained an outlet on 
the Baltic coast but for a large number of reasons it did not 
become a maritime state.

2.4 The Union of Lublin, 1569

The end of the first stage of the Livonian war coincided with the 
end of the Lithuano-Muscovite truce and renewed Polish preten
sions to rule Lithuania. At the same time Lithuania had to resist 
incursions by Russian armies and neutralise gentry attempts to re
work the Polish-Lithuanian Union in the Polish Sejm. In 1563 the 
Muscovites took Polotsk and the Poles called for a joint Sejm. The 
Lithuanian Sejm sent only representatives to the Warsaw Sejm that 
began in autumn 1563 and these had to argue fiercely with the 
Poles who were supported by Sigismund Augustus. It was clear 
that the king would have no heirs of his body and that after his 
death the Jagiellonian dynasty would come to an end in the male 
line and the personal union between Lithuania and Poland would 
therefore fail. This complicated relations between the two coun
tries because the Lithuanians stood to lose Polish assistance against 
Muscovy and the Poles feared losing the chance to expand into 
Lithuanian territory. Sigismund was not bothered by dynastic af-
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fairs, he lost his political urges and surrendered to Polish influence. 
At the height of the Sejm debates M. Radvila the Red defeated the 
Russians in battle at Ula and news of this event strengthened the 
Lithuanian hand. The Poles sought to force the Lithuanian repre
sentatives to agree with a union that virtually meant Lithuanian 
incorporation into Poland. They made radical proposals to abol
ish the name “ Lithuania” , call its lands “New Poland” and turn it 
into a Polish province. Led by M. Radvila the Black, the Lithua
nians rejected proposals for creating a monolithic state and one 
nation and agreed to discuss the possibility of having a joint ruler 
and a joint sejm to resolve joint issues, while maintaining separate 
states, sejms and officials. The arguments lasted for a couple of 
months and remained incomplete as Lithuanian representatives 
left Warsaw and invited the Poles to continue deliberations in Li
thuania. After the Lithuanians left, Sigismund Augustus confirmed 
the changed text of the agreement which mentioned a joint ruler 
and joint state and ignored other issues or left them for future 
discussion. The ruler handed over his patrimonial rights to Lithua
nia to the Polish Crown. That was a great blow to the Lithuanian 
positions and was done behind the Lithuanians’ backs. The Li
thuanian Council of Lords refused to recognise this act and the 
Polish diplomatic victory was not very significant.

In the 1564 Sejm in the presence of the king and the Polish rep
resentatives, the lords refused to allow the concessions proposed 
by the gentry to the Poles to be passed. The war with Muscovy was 
in stalemate, Lithuania lacked funds, busy with the aforemen
tioned adminstrative reforms and adopting the Second Lithuanian 
Statute and on May 28 1565 M. Radvila the Black died. Boiars, 
tired not so much by war as by financial burdens, waited for 
Polish assistance and were compelled to negotiate. The new pa
latine of Vilnius and Chancellor of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania,
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M. Radvila the Red and Bishop Valerijonas Protasevicius [Wale- 
rian Protasewicz] of Vilnius gained the concession that the Sejm 
would pass resolutions safeguarding Lithuanian statehood in the 
face of the maturing union. The Polish Sejm still pressurised Li
thuania on account of the union and it was said that the union was 
not being rejected but that it should not harm the Lithuanian state 
and its law, and the title of the ruler, which reflected the Grand 
Duchy’s legal status. The Lithuanian lords acted autonomously, 
checking their actions with the gentry, while Sigismund Augustus 
was completely under Polish influence. The Poles and the king 
sought to summon a joint Sejm and the Lithuanians could not but 
agree. In the 1568 Sejms preparations were made for a joint Sejm 
and on December 21 1568 the king issued a charter promising to 
safeguard the Lithuanian state and recognise the validity only of 
those resolutions that bore Lithuanian seals.

On January 10 1569 in Lublin the Polish Sejm began where 
Lithuanian delegates also took part led by M. Radvila the Red, J. 
Chodkevicius, Eustachijus Valavicius [Eustachy Wollowicz] and 
Mikalojus Narusevicius [Mikolaj Naruszewicz]. Heated discus
sions raged over the form the union should take, over the united 
state so strongly desired by the Poles and Lithuanian proposals 
that the union ought not to harm Lithuanian rights, laws and lib
erties and the implementation of these proposals. In February a 
Polish unification project was presented that would abolish the 
royal title that expressed Lithuanian statehood and turn Lithuania 
into a province of the future state. The Lithuanians responded to 
this by saying that that the two nations could not be merged into 
one, that one of the political nations could not disappear and 
warned that if there were talk of Lithuanian incorporation they 
would leave the Sejm. The Lithuanian project provided for a joint 
ruler, jointly elected, crowned in Poland and Lithuania, swearing
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allegiance to ech realm separately; it left separate state seals and 
there should be both joint and separate sejms. The Poles rejected 
this proposal and Sigismund Augustus declared that he would re
solve the union issue on February 28 1569 according to the Polish 
plan. As Lithuanian proposals were ignored in this way the Grand 
Duchy’s representatives kept their warning an left the Sejm.

The leaders of the Lithuanian representatives acted in unison 
but generally there was no agreement among them. Certain envoys 
who were inclined to favour Poland such as the boiars from Podlasie 
and Volyn had their own agenda. Now the Poles and Sigismund the 
Old used this and over several months using his patrimonial rights 
in breach of his oath to Lithuania not to diminish the size of its 
territory set about first taking away Podlasie from the Grand 
Duchy, then Volyn and the palatinates of Kiev and Bratslav 
(Podole). The Lithuanians could only make passive opposition to 
this, especially since the war with Muscovy was still not over. 
Lords and gentry who had held office in the snatched lands had to 
swear allegiance to the king and many of them, some of whom 
resisted for a while, did this under threat of losing their lands.

As talks broke down in this way a general levee was summoned 
in Lithuania and discussions were held on what to do next. On 
March 20 1569 J. Chodkevicius, E. Valavicius, Kristupas Radvila 
and others were sent to Lublin with the task of gaining union con
ditions that suited Lithuania. After protests over the taking away 
of Lithuanian lands and complex diplomacy, the compulsory 
search for compromise influenced by the ingenious and daring 
behaviour of J. Chodkevicius and other Lithuanian representa
tives, into which Sigismund Augustus was himself drawn, a union 
treaty was drawn up on July 1 1569.

The creation of a uniform Commonwealth of two states with 
two nations combined in one society was declared. The elective
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ruler was to be at the same time king of Poland and grand duke of 
Lithuania. There was to be a joint sejm, house of representatives 
and a senate comprising officers from analogous Polish and Li
thuanian central and local (palatinate) authorities. Foreign policy 
was to be determined together, there was to be one legal system 
and one currency and it appeared to be equally important to both 
Poles and Lithuanians that there be a guaranteed right to obtain 
land and office in any part of the Commonwealth of the Two N a
tions. However, although the central authorities of both nations 
remained in place, there was no joint government. The concept of 
territorial distinction remained along with separate treasuries, 
armies, and state seals. The rights and privileges obtained previ
ously by both nations were retained.

Thus institutions such as the monarch and the Sejm were cre
ated that linked Poland and Lithuania in one state, but at the same 
time the two states did not disappear in the union; they retained 
their statehood and the possibility for autonomy. The Union of 
Lublin was a compromise. Poland, with the agreement of Sigis- 
mund Augustus, sought to annex Lithuania. This did not happen, 
despite the war with Muscovy and the removal of Podlasie and the 
Grand Duchy’s southern palatinates. In the acts of union we see 
Polish aims, if not to annex Lithuania, then at least to dominate it 
and take over the status of a subject acting actively in the union, 
rather than passively, forcing Lithuania to be some sort of political 
object. The monarch was to be elected and crowned in Poland and 
a sepaarte elevation of the grand duke of Lithuania was not envis
aged. The non-participation of gentry from one of the states in the 
election could not prevent the election of a joint ruler and thus 
Poland guaranteed its freedom of action even if for some reason 
the Lithuanians did not attend the election. The Poles understood 
uniformity of rights and currency as making Lithuanian conform
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to Polish norms. The gentry’s right to obtain land and office any
where in the Commonwealth opened the doors to the flood of 
Poles into the Grand Duchy. The acts of union were not under
stood in the same way by both sides and Lithuanians were not 
content with the clauses that restricted Lithuanian autonomy that 
stressed the primacy of the Kingdom of Poland an were dangerous 
to the principle of equal rights and opening the way for Poles to 
move to Lithuania. On July 29 1569 they gained royal confirma
tion that the Crown of Poland was also Lithuanian property and 
proclaimed Lithuania’s right to change the act of union with Pol
ish agreement. However, the removal of the southern palatinates 
that increased mistrust of Poland remained an unfished issue. The 
first decades after 1569 was the period for Lithuania to come to 
terms with the Union.

Events of 1569 marked the end of one stage in the life of the Li
thuanian state. The state that in the thirteenth century had united 
Lithuanian territories and expanded into Rus’ under the leader
ship of the Gediminids, resisting the aggression of the Teutonic 
Order, consolidated the Lithuanian nation. In the frontier zone 
between the pagan world and Christendom where Lithuania 
develpoed the wall of isolation had been removed in 1387 afte the 
official conversion to Catholicism and 1410 after the Teutonic Or
der was trounced at the Battle of Grunwald. What was won from 
western civilisation was integrated quickly into Lithuanian life 
and Lithuanicity was enriched in new ways. However, this 
growth was unequal for various social classes and ways of life. 
The state was monopolised by one social stratum, the gentry, or 
rather their superiors, the lords and the burgher estate was stifled.
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The Lithuanian language did not become a language of record and 
was pushed out of public life. Nevertheless Lithuanian society fit
ted into European-wide movements such as the Reformation on 
equal footing with its neighbours and left its mark there.

After overcoming the threat posed by the Teutonic Order to the 
Lithuanian state, political tensions did not wane noticeably. As 
Muscovy grew stronger in the east and united the lands of north
eastern Rus’ under its sway, it proclaimed its programme for re
gathering all the Rus’ian lands under its wing, including those now 
under Lithuanian control. Its attempts to implement this policy led 
to continual political and military confrontation between 
Lithuania and her rival rising in the east. The threats to Lithuania 
were reduced considerably by the integration of the population of 
the Grand Duchy’s Rus’ian/Ruthenian lands into its state and so
cial life, the consolidation of a gentry nation comprising boiars 
from Lithuania and Ruthenia and the consequnces of these pro
cesses, namely loyalty to the Lithuanian state.

In the west Poland’s actions were different. The invitation of 
Jogaila to take the Polish throne and the organisation of the 
Lithuanian Conversion with Polish aid were the actions of people 
searching for allies in the fight against the Teutonic Order. The 
result of this was that two states existed side by side within per
sonal union and changes in this union matched developments 
within the confines of one dynasty, the Jagiellonians. This alliance 
of Poland and Lithuania played an important role in removing the 
threat posed to both of them by the Teutonic Order and for 
Lithuania to resist political and military pressure from the east as 
well as Poland’s involvement in the political life of east-central 
Europe and this was useful for both countries. However, at the 
same time the Polish lords and the gentry drawn into the execution 
of the laws movement entertained and acted on the hope of incor-
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porating Lithuania into Poland under guise of union policy and 
naturally this hindered the development of the Lithuanian state at 
certain times., as when plans to crown Grand Duke Vytautas king 
remained unfulfilled and later huge territories were torn away 
from the Grand Duchy on the eve of the Union of Lublin.

An important role was played by the dynasty. Gediminid rule 
continued in the earlier part of this period but in the second half of 
the fifteenth century the dynasty ruling both Poland and Lithuania 
turned into the Jagiellonian dynasty, which, although it still re
garded Lithuania as its patrimony and support-base, had devel
oped strong interests in Polish affairs and based itself on these in 
the way it governed the two states and pursued a regional policy. 
The dynasty required strong support, care was taken of Lithuanian 
affairs but it was inevitable that Lithuania would be used as a 
political factor in Polish internal affairs. Although the Lithuanian 
dynasty turned from being Gediminid to Jagiellonian with a differ
ent, Polish central European political programme, it was still 
needed by Lithuania as a guarantor of the inevitable union with 
Poland. That this dynasty was extraordinarily necessary to Poland 
too is shown by the fact that beginning with Casimir Jagiellonczyk 
it always elected grand dukes of Lithuania as its king. While rulers 
had dynastic prospects and manoeuvred between the interests of 
their states, these states developed normally taking each its own 
road side by side with its fellow member of the union. However, 
when at the end of his reign Sigismund Augustus lost this perspec
tive and began not to value his patrimonial rights to Lithuania, he 
also lost the deeply ingrained marks of a Lithuanian ruler and 
separated himself from his subjects and this coincided with the 
physical extinction of his dynasty.

The events of 1569 did not provoke domestic conflict or serious 
resistance in Lithuania for the country was familiar with being in
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the same state as Poland. These societies that lived side by side 
under the rule of one ruler cooperated intensively and knew one 
another reasonably well and had something to take one from the 
other. The particular political state of affairs at that time had great 
significance. Lithuanian had a difficult unfinished war with Mus
covy and understood that the growth of Muscovy posed long-time 
problems and the closeness of Turkey to Lithuanian borders or the 
Swedish invasion of Livonia were also becoming perilous for 
Lithuania. Therefore after experience of more than a century and 
a half of close relations with Poland, the Union itself did not scare 
Lithuanian politicians and gentry society but there were just bold 
arguments about the form this union should take as Lithuanians 
defended their understanding of what the union actually meant. 
Although Lithuania’s ruler abandoned it, it resisted Polish pres
sure and the search for one common state in which Lithuania 
would have ended up as a province of Poland, and it sought a 
compromise, preserved the title of the grand dukes of Lithuania, 
the institution of a state seal and generally speaking, statehood.

This was achieved as the result of society’s political maturity. 
The gentry estate, lords and ordinary boiars who monopolised the 
state did not neglect Lithuania’s affairs and regarded the state as 
its creation, guarantee of its common weal and this the boiars de
fended. The position of the strata within the gentry estate in the 
state and their stances were not identical. By the mid-ffiteenth cen
tury the lords had already appropriated participation in governing 
the state and after the Council of Lords formed at the turn of the 
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries this became in effect joint ruler 
with the grand duke. Through the decades of the sixteenth century 
boiars were drawn into state life and began to shape it themselves. 
The reforms of 1564-66 illustrated that on the legal level the 
boiars had one equality with the lords and had to bring this into
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effect in real life. The boiars could have extra encouragements to 
maintain the union, as the internal Polish example, where the gen
try had already achieved what had only been declared for the Li
thuanian gentry during the reforms, had more of an effect on them 
than it did on the lords. Nevertheless both the lords and ordinary 
gentry, both Lithuanians and Ruthenians admired the Lithuanian 
state that had been created and maintained through the efforts of 
their forefathers; they revelled in the idea and embodiment of Li
thuania, its history and symbols, teritory, legal system and the 
rights and liberties of the gentry estate as a political agent within 
the state. With such views the gentry entered on a new stage in the 
Lithuano-Polish Union.
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C H A P T E R  3

The Lithuanian State within the Common

wealth of the Two Nations

3.1 The first decades after the Union of Lublin: a period 
of coming to terms with developments

When Teodor Narbutt, a fierce patriot, wrote his History of 
Lithuania in Polish in the first half of the nineteenth century, he 
broke his pen after coming to describe the Union of Lublin. The 
Lithuanian state no longer existed. His contemporary Simonas 
Daukantas, who wrote a history of Lithuanian civilisation in 
Lithuanian, examined facts from the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries but he also ended Lithuania’s political history in 1569. 
Such a view of Lithuanian political history dominated at the turn 
of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries even among Lithuanian 
scholars, to say nothing of the Poles who could only see a Polish 
state after the Union of Lublin. The same is true of western Euro
pean scholarship which is completely dependent on Polish inter
pretations in this respect. At the same time we should note that 
there were also Polish historians who discerned the further func
tioning of the Lithuanian state even after 1569. This situation be
gan to change as professional Lithuanian historians began to write 
from the 1920s and 1930s onwards. At that time the works of 
Kaunas University’s Ivan Lappo and the same institution’s gradu-

152



ate, Adolfas Sapoka, appeared with very similar titles1. These 
cover the history of Lithuanian state functions after the Union. In 
recent decades Polish historians have moved away from the points 
of view that dominated previously and now they tend to write 
about the Commonwealth of the Two Nations (rather than Poland 
tout court) and the two states that functioned within it, namely the 
Kingdom of Poland and the Grand Duchy of Lithuania1 2. The aim 
of this brief excursus is to draw attention to the scholarly prob
lems with the history of the Lithuanian state between the Union of 
Lublin and the Third Partition of the Commonwealth in 1795. We 
no longer need to prove the existence of the Lithuanian state in the 
period under examination and it suffices to explain the conditions 
under which that state existed, its circumstances, development and 
other issues. This will be done in this chapter.

Two other matters must be discussed. Firstly the concept of the 
Commonwealth of the Two Nations as used in the Lublin Act of 
union. This name was used during the state’s lifetime and remains 
a scholarly term and we shall use it too. The second matter is that 
Poland and Lithuania no longer existed separately side by side in 
the Commonwealth but together. They maintained separate state 
identities and special characteristics but their history, especially 
their political history, was so intertwined that when we think of 
one state we cannot cut it off from developments in the Common
wealth as a whole, because the Commonwealth’s affairs were 
Lithuanian affairs too, as we can see from events that took place 
soon after the fateful act of union was proclaimed in 1569.

1 Lappo I., Lietuva ir Lenkija po 1569 m. Liublino unijos [Lithuania and Poland after 
1569 Union of Lublin], Kaunas, 1932; Sapoka A., Lietuva ir Lenkija po 1569 m. 
unijos, Kaunas, 1938.

2 See for example the work of the constant supporter of this theory, Juliusz Bardach in 
his O Rzeczpospolitq Obojga Narodow, Warsaw, 1998.
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When Sigismund Augustus died childless on July 7 1572 the Jagiel- 
lonian dynasty that had regarded Lithuania as their family’s inher
itance expired in the male line. During the election of the new 
monarch many issues were resolved. The Commonwealth’s gentry 
and nobility vied for influence over how the state would be run 
(especially in Poland) and they raised demands on the would-be 
ruler. Because the foreign candidates were strongest, attention was 
paid to the Commonwealth’s prospects as a regional power. Lithua
nian politicans were anxious about their country’s place in the Com
monwealth. In Poland most sympathy was held by Ernest, son of 
Emperor Maximilian II Habsburg, the brother of King Charles IX 
of France, Henri de Valois, and the tsar of Russia, Ivan IV or his 
son Fedor. The leading Lithuanian nobles, M. Radvila the Red, J. 
Chodkevicius and Mikalojus Kristupas [Mikolaj Krzysztof] Rad
vila the Orphan agreed to elect Ernest Habsburg as grand duke 
and marry him off to Sigismund Augustus’s sister Anna. The pre
tender was required to meet certain conditions, such as pledging to 
appoint only Lithuanian boiars to Lithuanian state offices and re
turn the lost palatinates. In this way it was hoped to balance Li
thuania and Poland within the Commonwealth and also Lithua
nians thought that the Poles would be forced to make the elected 
grand duke of Lithuania king of Poland and monarch of the Com
monwealth. The Habsburgs were not inclined to accept Lithuanian 
conditions and so attempts were made to negotiate with Ivan the 
Terrible for a union with Muscovy. Only after the unreality of this 
plan became clear, as the gentry did not wish to break the Union 
with Poland and Muscovy demonstrated its military power to Li
thuania did Lithuanian representatives leave for the Election Sejm 
in Warsaw and, after obtaining Henri de Valois’s consent to their 
conditions, they supported the latter’s candidature.
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Henri de Valois swore to keep the Henrician Articles and Pacta 
Conventa and on February 21 1574 he was crowned. An impor
tant task was carried out in the Commonwealth during the Inter
regnum, namely the above mentioned articles were drafted and the 
elected monarch was made to promise to keep them. The last ar
ticle said that if the monarch broke the articles his subjects, the 
Commonwealth gentry, would have the right to depose him. In the 
furture a monarch should be eleced and could not proclaim an heir 
of his own. A group of four senators should reside with the mon
arch and rule the country together with him. A sejm should be 
called at least once every two years. The monarch could not decide 
matters of war and peace without the Senate’s advice or call for 
taxes and the levee en masse (the general mustering of a state army) 
without the sejm’s consent. The gentry’s personal rights were con
firmed, especially their rights to land ownership and freedom of 
religion, and it was determined that areas that already had their 
own legal systems, like Lithuania, could continue to use those. The 
Pacta Conventa laid down Henri’s specific financial and military 
obligations to the Commonwealth. These documents defined the 
monarch’s relationship with the state, his obligations and the 
amout of power that was to be his. In the future all monarchs 
would swear to the Henrician Articles, while new pacta conventa 
were worked out anew for each king-grand duke.

Henri de Valois ruled for a very short time, for after receiving 
news that Charles IX had died on the night of June 18-19 1574 he 
fled to France to become that country’s king. At the beginning of 
the new Commonwealth election campaign the Habsburg and 
Muscovite candidates were the most popular among the Poles. 
Lithuania entertained hopes for a separate election and its favou
rite contender was once more Ernest Habsburg. In winter 1574- 
75 Lithuania even closed its border with Russia to hinder a Polish
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delegation seeking to visit Ivan IV. Only after it turned out that the 
Habsburgs w ould not support a separate election in Lithuania did 
the latter’s representatives attend the commonwealth sejms and 
vote in favour o f Maximilian, like the Polish nobility. After the 
gentry declared Anna Jagiellonczyk as queen and invited Palatine 
Stefan Bathory of Transylvania to assist her, the Lithuanians re
turned home. In Poland matters turned Bathory’s way and on 
April 5 1576 he was crowned king in the Lithuanians’ absence. 
Only on June 2 9 , after obtaining the new king’s pledge to appoint 
only Lithuanians to Lithuanian army commands, pay compension 
for war-ravaged lands and call sejms alternately in Lithuania and 
Poland, did the Grand Duchy’s boiars proclaim Stefan Bathory 
their grand duke (1576—86).

The stormy period between 1572 and 1576 showed the vi
brancy of the Commonwealth. Lithuanians did not seek to destroy 
the Lhiion but simply to improve Lithuania’s place within it. The 
major aim, that of holding separate elections, was not achieved 
but their independent actions showed that Lithuania was not, nor 
did it intend becoming, a part of Poland, as may have appeared to 
be the case after the Union was signed. Lithuania stressed the dual
ist essence of the Commonwealth and showed that this must be 
respected. The union with Poland changed Lithuania’s geo-politi
cal position. Poland’s status as an ally was merely confirmed. 
However, the union articles that did not satisfy Lithuanians, the 
lands that had been torn away from them, and the supremacy 
within the Commonwealth predetermined and stressed by Pol
and’s greater potential aroused Lithuanian dissatisfaction and 
could not but have an effect on relations within the Common
wealth. On the other hand, after losing a great part of its lands, 
Lithuania lost some of its demographic, economic and military 
strength and the country weakened in face of Russian attack. This
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made Lithuania maintain the Union and its strong relations with 
Poland.

The Livonian War was not over and Russia still held Polotsk, 
but during the Interregnum when the tsar of Muscovy claimed the 
Commonwealth throne there were no great conflicts. These re
newed after Bathory was elected. Ending the war became his prime 
task, as had been laid down in the pacta connventa. The issue of 
how to finance the war was not easy to resolve in the Common
wealth sejms of 1576-82. These did not always agree with de
mands for raising taxes and the ruler summoned a separate convo
cation for Lithuanian boiars, who had a greater interest in ending 
the war. As Lithuania agreed to the tax requirements and the Poles 
delayed, proposing instead to summon a levee en masse and the 
Lithuanians were unwilling to allow Polish conscript troops 
through their lands, money was raised and an army enlisted. Stefan 
Bathory organised three marches with Lithuanian and Polish 
troops. In 1579 he won back Polotsk; in 1580 he captured the 
Russian fortress of Velikiye Luki and in 1582 he laid siege to 
Pskov. On January 15 1582 he signed a truce for ten years at Yam 
Zapolskiy and Lithuania regained the territories seized by Mus
covy during the war and the Russians withdrew from Livonia. 
There the Duchy of Courland survived, the Trans-Dvina territo
ries came under Commonwealth control and Sweden gained 
Northern Estonia. The interests of the Polish and Lithuanian gen
try clashed. The Poles who had taken part in ending the war sought 
to push the Lithuanians, who had fought throughout the campaign 
and protected the castles during the period of truce, out of Livo
nia. The quarrel moved on to the Commonwealth Sejm where it 
lasted for some time.

The gentry made use of the wars to strengthen their position in 
the state. In 1581 a gentry-elected Lithuanian Supreme Tribunal
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was established that took over appeals from powiat courts to the 
king who was thereby removed from an ordinary sector of gentry 
life. In 1569 a new commission was set up to make amendments ot 
the Lithuanian Statute and here the gentry managed to ensure that 
the new articles in the statute would be approved by powiat 
dietines and for that purpose Lithuanian Convocations were sum
moned in 1582 and 1584.

Another important factor influencing Lithuanian internal af
fairs were relations between people of various confessions. Refor
mation supporters joined the retinue of Calvinists like M. Radvila 
the Red and the Radvilas of Birzai-Dubingiai; there were almost 
no Lutherans left among the gentry and the number of Arians de
clined. The Catholic Church began to reform its own affairs under 
Jesuit leadership. In Warsaw in 1573 the commonwealth gentry 
passed a law whereby, among other things, boiars were guaran
teed liberty to choose their own religion. The Lithuanian gentry 
took care that this right was not harmed. Stefan Bathory was toler
ant but gave more support to Catholics, especially as nobles began 
to reconvert from Protestantism to Rome (as did M.K. Radvila the 
Orphan and the whole line of the Nieswiez and Olyka Radvilas, as 
well as J. Chodkevicius). The establishment of a mature higher 
education establishment was a cultural and a political event. 
Bishop V. Protasevicius of Vilnius and the Calvinist Radvilas had 
planned to establish such an institution. Stefan Bathory gave his 
support to the bishop and in 1579 he proclaimed the foundation 
of a Jesuit Academy/University. This soon became the country’s 
most important cultural focus as well as an instrument for 
strengthening Catholicism.

Lithuania gave Stefan Bathory a cool welcome and this only 
after gaining promises to meet its conditions. During his reign 
Lithuania was still trying to escape the traps laid in the act of
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union. Bathory appeared to be an amenable monarch and, seeking 
to form his own policy, he exploited disputes between Poles and 
Lithuanians. After failing to gain his wishes in the Commonwealth 
Sejm the monarch was not loth to summon the Lithuanian Convo
cation, the body continuing the role of the local sejm that had been 
abolished by the Union. He did not surrender to Polish pressure 
and did not grant Livonia to the Kingdom. He also won the war 
against Muscovy. This strengthened his authority in Lithuania. A 
strong position in the Commonwealth allowed Bathory to plan a 
union of the Commonwealth and Russia and with the help of this 
drive the Turks from Europe. His death on December 12 1586 
scuppered these plans.

The third interregnum in seventeen years began in the Com
monwealth and this time was like the previous two interregna. 
The interests of the Polish nobles and gentry clashed with Li
thuania’s position, as before. Even the candidates were from the 
same places: Maximilian, brother of Emperor Rudolf Habsburg, 
Tsar Fedor of Muscovy, and Sigismund the son of former candi
date, John III Vasa of Sweden, and Catherine Jagiellonczyk. Li
thuanian tactics were the same as before: Lithuanian nobles de
manded that the Poles give up their claims to Livonia, that sejms 
be held alternately in Lithuania and Poland, that the monarch 
spend very third year in the Grand Duchy and with threats to for
get their mutual friendship they refused to take part in the elec
tions. The Poles even chose two kings, Maximilian and Sigismund. 
The gentry were enchanted by ideas of a union with Sweden, 
promising an alliance against Russia and the annexation of Swed- 
ish-held northern Estonia. Sigismund Vasa’s supporters increased 
m number and on December 27 1587 he was crowned.

Lithuania refused to recognise the elected monarch. It seemed 
that the union was falling apart but it was important for the
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Lithuanians to win acceptance their conditions, and not to break 
the union. These conditions were: to continue the truce with Rus
sia (this was opposed by Sigismund Vasa for the sake of Swedish 
interests) confirm a new redaction of the Lithuanian Statute and 
hand over Livonia to Lithuania. The latter demands were opposed 
by the Poles. The Statute does not mention the union with Poland 
at all. Therefore, sometimes it is thought that the Statute denies 
the union but nothing is said in the Statute about that. The Poles 
were most upset by the resolution to allow land or office in Lithua
nia to be granted only to inhabitants of the Grand Duchy. Seeking 
recognition in Lithuania, Sigismund agreed on January 1 1588 to 
the issue of a truce with Russia, confirmed the Third Lithuanian 
Statute and offered joint rule of Livonia. The Lithuanian represen
tatives agreed with this and recognised Sigismund as grand duke 
of Lithuania, thereby putting an end to the Interregnum.

Of the nineteen years since the Union in 1569 Lithuania was at 
war for thirteen or was in a state of unstable truce, and there were 
almost five years of interregnum. Under such conditions Lithuania 
manoeuvred out of the strait jacket of Polish domination in the 
Union and this was a characteristic of the day. War both weakened 
Lithuania and was exploited to strengthen the Grand Duchy’s po
sition. The union legitimised the abolition of the Lithuanian sejm 
but such sejms were virtually still convened by the monarch in the 
guise of Lithuanian convocations. The Third Lithuanian Statute 
was passed. This was both a symbolic and a practical tool for guar
anteeing special conditions for Lithuania and its statehood within 
the Commonwealth. The whole Commonwealth gained victory 
over Russia and this strengthened Lithuania’s position in the re
gion but for a long time Livonia would be the focus for particular 
tensions. Throughout the interregna and working together with 
Stefan Bathory Lithuania strengthened her place in the Union. Not
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all was achieved; changing conditions made Lithuanians think 
about other means of gaining their will, especially since the Grand 
Duchy’s gentry was not a monolithic social group. The boiars ex
tended their rights, but the nobles managed to hold on to the reins 
of power. The nobles too were not united and it was on the basis of 
different political positions, kinship and religious connections that 
they made alliances with their partners in Poland. Co-operation 
came to be their rule without forgetting to preserve Lithuanian 
statehood and the security of their position within the state.

3.2 The gentry state o f the seventeenth and 
early eighteenth centuries

Post-Union Lithuania. The Union of Lublin changed not only Li
thuania’s state identity but also its territory and population, its 
demographic, economic and military potential and geo-political 
situation. This affected not only internal life but also Lithuania’s 
relations with its neighbours.

After the southern palatinates and Podlasie were taken away, 
Lithuania occupied around 297,000 km2 of territory in 1569. The 
border with Prussia and Courland did not change and Lithuania 
still had only a thin strip of land granting access to the Baltic Sea 
near Palanga. The border with Muscovy was pushed westwards 
and eastwards, according to the fortunes of war, but most impor
tantly Smolensk was returned to Lithuania in 1614 before it fell 
finally to Muscovy as a result of the Treaty of Andrusovo in 1667. 
These borders virtually did not change again until the First Parti
tion of the Commonwealth in 1772. The boundaries between Po
land and Lithuania changed basically after the southern palatinates 
were handed over to Poland. The state border between the two
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states linked by personal union became the internal border of a 
confederate state. This was maintained with all the usual border 
attributes. The Polish or Lithuanian army could not enter the terri
tory of the other part of the Commonwealth without the permis
sion of that realm and there was a border for the Polish noble man, 
over which he could not cross to obtain office or land, since his 
state ended on the Lithuanian border. Lithuanian society preserved 
the state status of the border with Poland in the sejms and in every
day life.

Approximate figures for regional populations can be seen from 
the folowing table:

Year Population figure Population density 
per km2

Comments

1569 4,000,000 13.4
ca. 1650 4,550,000 15.3 Without Palatine of 

Smolensk
ca. 1670 2,350,000 7.8
1690 2,840,000 9.5
1717 1,850,000 6.7
1790 3,600,000 16.3 After the First Partition

Lithuania experienced two great demographic crises in the pe
riod after Lublin. In the mid-seventeeht century it lost around 48 
percent of its population and at the beginning of the eighteenth 
century it lost a further 35 percent. These great losses came about 
when war, bad harvests, famine, and epidemics, mostly of plague, 
coincided. Only in the mid-eighteenth century and the second half 
of the 1700s were there good years when the population expanded 
more swiftly than was the case in western Europe. Its growth fig
ure was 13-16 percent. The crises brought about linguistic and 
ethnic changes in the Lithuanian-Belorussian borderlands and the
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ethnic border that had remained the same since the thirteenth cen
tury began to move westwards as a result of the losses of the mid
seventeenth century. After the plague of 1709-11, we can see that 
the westernmost Ruthenian territories had been hit worst and so 
people speaking Belorussian turned up in the area around Vilnius.

The crises also encouraged Jewish expansion. The Lithuanian 
Jewish Sejm (Waad) covered the Brest, Grodno and Pinsk commu
nities when it was founded in 1623 and in 1652 these were joined 
by the Vilnius community. In the eighteenth century representa
tives were sent from Zemaitija, Smurgainiai, Novgorodok, Polotsk, 
Slutsk and Minsk. During the period between the second half of 
the sixteenth century and the early eighteenth century Jews spread 
throughout the state. In 1766 there were 157,000 Jews, who formed 
approximately 5 percent of the toal population. Lithuanian Jewry 
established its own infrastructure: sejms, kahals and their sub
units, founded synagogues, educational and credit systems and 
became an economically significant part of society. They settled 
mostly in towns and especially small towns where they were in
vited by town owners. In the eighteenth century it was common 
for more than half the population of a small town to be Jewish. 
There were conflicts between Gentile and Jewish burghers but these 
were not mass affairs and there was only weak religious motiva
tion for conflicts, while there was permanent economic rivalry be
tween Jews and Gentiles involved in the same lines of business.

The demographic changes did not have an impact on social struc
tures. There were always many boiars in Lithuania -  5-6 percent 
of the poluation as a whole, with 10-11 percent in Lithuanian ter
ritories and 3-3.5 percent in Ruthenian areas. Before the seven
teenth-century wars and plagues around 15 percent of the popula
tion dwelt in towns and after the wars only 12 percent, since the 
towns suffered most. Because of the relatively high number of
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gentry, and despite the fact that they differed greatly in terms of 
property, Lithuania’s internal structure and state policy were domi
nated too much by the gentry.

The economic heritage of the sixteenth century continued to 
run its course. The Valak (Hide) Reform of landed property was 
completed to increase income from land as much as fourfold. Poli- 
wark manors were set up by large and middling landowners. Since 
boiars had free disposition of land, turnover in land ownership 
increased. The Law of Entail or Ordynacja was introduced in 1586 
to protect large landholdings from subdivision. The first Ordy
nacja was that of the Radvila estates in Nieswiez and Kletsk. Gen
try derived income from public offices held for life as well as from 
land. The Radvilas, Chodkeviciuses, Sapiehas and from the second 
half of the seventeenth century the Pacases, in the eighteenth cen
tury the Czartoryskis, Tyzenhauzes and Chreptoviciuses [Chrep- 
towicz] as well as several other families had estates with thousands 
of peasant farms and this formed the basis of their power.

At the turn of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries towns 
rose too, there was sufficient call for Lithuanian products and fi
nancial turnover was sufficient for towns to compete with boiar 
commerce. The number of self-governing towns such as Vilnius 
and Kaunas rose considerably, and on the routes from Russia to 
central and western Europe Mogilev sprang up; the water route to 
Riga retained its importance.

However, unfavourable developments came with the second 
phase of serfdom in the poliwark-serf system and gentry economic 
hegemony. Changes in corvee harmed the buying power of peas
ants, gentry trade privileges made conditions for townsfolk harder 
and the domestic market shrank. Exports from the great estates 
and timber sellers depended heavily on the ports at Riga, Gdansk 
and Konigsberg. When the call for grain and timber in western
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Europe declined in the 1620s, and the value of currency fell, signs 
of depression set in in the Lithuanian economy and the mid-seven
teenth-century crisis dealt the country a severe blow. At that time 
many poliwarks were closed down, peasant money dues began to 
dominate and this revived the domestic market. These tendencies 
were not changed even by the crisis of the early 1700s. In the mid
eighteenth century villages had recovered economically and demo- 
graphically and regained the levels of the first half of the seven
teenth century. Most economic advances were made by regions 
where money rents were maintained most consistently and geo
graphical conditions were best exploited. In Lithuanian terms this 
meant Zemaitija and northern Lithuania. Similar changes were ex
perienced by the towns. Small towns in particualr felt the effects of 
competition between large and middling landowners and the 
merchant’s post was usually occupied by an agent, Jewish or Gen
tile, appointed by the local nobleman. Of the large towns Vilnius 
revived most with the aid of its albeit curtailed metropolitan status.

In the middle of the eighteenth century Lithuania had virtually 
recovered from the disasters of the mid-1600s and early 1700s and 
restored its economic and demographic potential. On the other 
hand the economic structure was too heavily based on agriculture 
and there were only basic forms of industry. In western Europe 
there were once more favourable developments for producing grain 
and other agricultural products and the one-sidednesss of the Li
thuanian economy grew strong once again compelling it to be like 
those of its neighbours a source of raw material for western Eu
rope.

In the seventeenth century Lithuania was at war for 56 years 
and war returned at the beginning of the following century. When 
we say that Lithuania was at war we have in mind only the effects 
of war as the main condition in which Lithuania found itself during
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wars or truces when a state of military alert was maintained. The 
most obvious effect on the country was wrought by military op
erations. From ca. 1550 to 1725 these took place in Livonia and 
Courland and the palatinates of Polotsk, Vitebsk and Smolensk. 
The whole of the Grand Duichy was a theatre of war during the 
mid-seventeenth century and at the turn of that century and the 
eighteenth and it was then that the greatest harm was endured. In 
the eighteenth Russian armies marched through Lithuania and the 
constant presence of foreign troops added to the instability in the 
state and its economy.

There was no standing Lithuanian army, only a general gentry 
levee or hired mercenaries. Gentry landowners and farmers were 
most unwilling to attend the general levees and from 1613 they 
sent hired district platoons instead. But these replacement troops 
were not enough and the significance of mercenaries increased. 
For this money was needed and extra taxation was levied on the 
country. In 1600-11 97 percent of expenditure went towards the 
Livonian War and the figure for 1621-30 was 77 percent. In all in 
the period 1600-30 around 6.5 million zloties was spent on war 
requisites alone3.

Betwen the Union of Lublin and the middle of the eighteenth 
century Lithuanian development on the raw material producing 
periphery of Europe was affected by worsening economic condi
tions evident from the early 1600s. The state of the realm was 
worsened by war and epidemics, and demographic and economic 
crises. Lithuania, like the Commonwealth as a whole was unable 
to take the road to economic and social progress along with west
ern Europe, which also underwent crisis, but exploited conditions

Tyla A., Lietuva ir Livonija XVI a. pabaigoje—XVII a. pradzioje \Litbuania and 
Livonia end-16th-early 17th\, Vilnius, 1986, p. 85, 146, 187, 206.
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for moving forward. Lithuania suffered from a standstill in so
cial development. One of the clearest examples of this was the 
devlopment of a merely gentry state.

The gentry and its state in the seventeenth-eighteenth century.
After the Union of Lublin there were no basic ethnic changes in the 
Lithuanian gentry in the broad sense and it included both Lithua
nian and Ruthenian gentlemen except that there were now few 
Ruthenians. After the loss of Podlasie the number of Poles declined 
and Germans moved in from Livonia. In the Ruthenian lands the 
Belorussian nation began to form and the gentry of these lands 
took part in two ethnopolitical processes between the Ruthenian/ 
Belorussian ethnie and the Lithuanian political nation and often 
they chose a third way, namely polonisation. Religious confusion 
complicated the situation further still and the scheme of Lithua
nian-Catholic, Ruthenian-Orthodox broke down. The Reforma
tion spread throughout the state and many Ruthenians were drawn 
via Protestantism to Catholicism. In 1596 the Church Union of 
Brest served to bring boiar groups closer together but it also di
vided the Ruthenian masses.

Powiat relations stifled ethnoconfessional links between the 
gentry and in the gentry’s organisation of self-government with 
which the gentleman was linked as a landowner and provider of 
military service. In powiat dietines boiars dealt with all state af
fairs and carried out their resolutions via envoys sent to the Sejm 
and so they were drawn into not only certain social, ethnic, con
fessional or territorial areas but also into the political life of the 
whole state and their whole estate. Local differences disappeared 
within the gentry estate and the Lithuanian gentry nation completed 
its formation and always changed, gaining new characteristics 
and qualities. Lithuanian boiars became reconciled with political
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concessions gained by Ruthenian boiars that broke down legal 
obstacles to common political life. In their interests the Ruthenians/ 
Belorussians took on the idea of a Lithuanian state and politically 
became Lithuanian. This does not mean they became ethnic Li
thuanians, but in a special way they adopted a double identity and 
remained ethnic Ruthenians/Belorussians (in the long run they be
came severely polonised) but in social-political life they reconciled 
themselves with political Lithuanicity.

The language situation shows that both gentry groups did not 
merge. At the beginning of the period two basic vernaculars were 
used, namely Lithuanian and Ruthenian/Belorussian and two writ
ten languages, Ruthenian and Latin. Lithuanian was used very 
rarely in official written texts in the seventeenth-eighteenth centu
ries and most often it was only used in communications with peas
ants who used it consistently. Polish began to spread in Lithuania 
in the sixteenth century via the courts of the monarch and the no
bility, and Polish clergy and Protestant intellectuals who came to 
Lithuania. The seventeenth century was the age of Polish’s con
solidation in Lithuanian public life and in 1697 the Ruthenian lan
guage gave way in official documentation to Polish. Use of Polish 
was merely a technical matter for a long time and it had no clear 
effect on the ethnopolitical essence of the Lithuanian gentry nation; 
it merely complicated its image. In the long run, in the eighteenth 
century perhaps the Polish language and cultural rapprochment 
drew this political nation topwards the Commonwealth’s Polish
speaking political nation, with which the Polish political nation 
identified and to which it gave its name -  “Polish” came to mean 
“gentry”. The merger of the Lithuanian gentry nation with the 
Commonwealth gentry nation is not well researched. I think this 
was dominated by political rather than ethno-linguistic factors and 
the chronology is unclear. This process did not end and all the time
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it remained a conscious difference among the boiars themselves 
between the most commonly Lithuanian- and Polish-speaking Li
thuanian and the Pole and between the Ruthenian/Belorussian, 
who regarded himself as a Lithuanian and spoke Polish, and the 
Pole. Lithuania was a state belonging to a gentry nation that 
spoke Lithuanian, Ruthenian and Polish. That nation knew of its 
alleged Roman origins and of the Polish gentry’s descent from the 
Sarmatians and did not mix these two things up.

The Commonwealth’s internal life centred on attempts to de
fend gentry rights and was concerned mainly with three areas of 
life: the relationship with the land, personal liberty and political 
rights. Guarantees for gentry land ownership and their personal 
liberty were enshrined in the Third Lithuanian Statute (1588) and 
were indisputable. Defence of personal liberty was drawn into the 
sphere of political rights by the principle that declared how social 
order could not be changed without gentry consent and imple
mented through the liberum veto or unanimity in the Sejm. Among 
the gentry the idea of equality spread on the basis of the aforesaid 
principles, the right to elect the monarch and the sejm and also to 
have an effect on state government. It was thought that the great
est threat to their liberties would come from a strong ruler and 
there was fear of absolute power (on his part) and the monarch 
came to be controlled by more and more means. But the equality 
of the gentry was merely declarative, even though the special rights 
of the magnates had been abolished. A strong monarch was an 
obsatcle to the magnates and they fought the king and won most 
of the time. Formally the petty gentry and the nobilty had the same 
rights but the nobles relied on force, wealth, influence in society 
and power in government. Lithuanian boiars did not manage to 
create an autonomous political movement and remained a mass 
under noble direction.
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The basic institution of gentry self-government was the powiat 
or district. In their dietines local officials were elected, issues of tax 
collection and local military levees were discussed and in addition 
when a sejm was being elected they discused important matters of 
state. Elections of representatives to be sent to the sejm and prepa
rations of instruction for how these were to act often led to serious 
conflict among noble-controlled groupings for after the principle 
of unanimity came to prevail in the sejm, it only needed one voice 
to prevent an unsuitable law from being passed. Moreover in the 
post-sejm dietines laws that had been passed would often be re
jected, especially those concerning taxation. The dietines’ broad 
powers ensnared the government of the state and has led to the 
dominance of the “gentry democracy” concept in historical schol
arship. Because of the gentry’s lack of political preparation, fre
quently their selfishness and shortsightedness and the increasing in
fluence of the nobility, this developing “democracy” turned into 
noble oligarchy.

“Gentry democracy” and noble oligarchy in the seventeenth-eigh
teenth centuries formed the reality of the whole Commonwealth’s 
life. Tithuania was characterised by a lack of an authentic gentry 
political movement, and the greater significance enjoyed by the 
nobles. Even after Lublin they atempted to maintain a united front 
in relations with the Poles. Although they competed among them
selves they avoided becoming involved in Polish gentry conflicts 
until the mid-1700s. Until that time Lithuania was dominated by 
the Radvilas but they did not hold a monopoly on power. In the 
second half of the seventeenth century we come across Pacas and 
Sapieha hegemony and these also had nothing in common with 
Poles in domestic Commonwealth politics. After the civil wars in 
Lithuania at the turn of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 
relations between Lithuanian and Polish nobles changed and came
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closer together. But when confederations, that is gentry military 
associations convened to resolve political problems, which the mon
arch and the central authorities were unable or unwilling to solve, 
were organised in the eighteenth century, they were organised sepa
rately in Poland and Lithuania, although they had the same aims.

Lithuania had political institutions and forms of action within 
the Commonwealth’s political system to safeguard its statehood. 
The joint Commonwealth institution were diferent, they both con
firmed and diminished that statehood. Thus the elected monarch 
swore an oath to defend the Polish and Lithuanian gentry rights 
and was proclaimed king of Poland. He also became grand duke 
of Lithuania but a separate ceremony for elevating the grand duke 
was abolished. At first the Lithuanian politicans sought to main
tain the real grand-ducal institution and the first elective kings 
were required to swear separately to defend Lithuania’s rights be
fore he was recognised as grand duke. The Third Lithuanian Stat
ute includes this title. The election and coronation of the monarch 
took place in Poland and the royal title was higher than the grand- 
ducal one, and attempts became harder in the Commonwealth and 
abroad to ensure that this title would not be pushed out by the title 
of king and the royal title came to predominate in Lithuania itself. 
This became unimportant because throughout the Commonwealth 
in the seventeenth and eighteenth century the significance of the 
monarch declined quickly. Weak royal rule was pre-programmed 
by the Henrician Articles, the election ipso facto, the prohibition 
on appointing an heir vivente rege and the activities of the Sejm 
and senate. The royal election turned into a bargaining match be
tween the candidates and the Commonwealth’s gentry and the lat
ter was the stronger party. Pressure from the gentry on the king 
constantly made state life more difficult and even threatened to 
paralyse it entirely.
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A general commonwealth sejm operated and the separate sejms 
of the Kingdom and the Grand Duchy were abolished. Dominat
ing political doctrine taught that the sejm contained three estates: 
the monarch, the senate and the house of representatives. The ap
pearance of the monarch as a sejm estate illustrated the strength of 
the sejm as formally the supreme state body. The senate and the 
house of representatives were gentry institutions and other estates 
were not admitted to the sejm, apart from the Catholic bishops, 
who sat in the senate. The latter was attended by Lithuanian state 
officers, the palace and land marshalls, the chancellor, sub-chan
cellor, land treasurer, nine palatines and the starosta of Zemaitija. 
All boairs could take part in election sejms and in Lithuania each 
of the 20-22 powiats elected two representatives to ordinary sejms. 
The sejm met in Poland but in 1653 it was held in Brest Litovsk. 
From thenceforth Lithuanian politicians sought to ensure that sejms 
would meet regularly in Lithuania too. In 1673 it was reolved that 
each third sejm would convene in the Grand duchy in Grodno. 
This illustrated Lithuania’s equal status in the Commonwealth but 
it also presented the threat that Lithuania would become the third 
Commonwealth province alongside Great and Little Poland.

Laws passed in the sejm were adopted unanimously and this 
brought the threat of powerlessness to the sejm. The retention of 
the liberum veto in powiat dietines too made sejm labours difficult, 
complicated the passing of laws and in the end paralysed the sejm. 
In 1652 Vladislovas Sicinskis [Wladyslaw Sicinskij from Upyte 
was the first not to permit the sejm to continue its work, this did 
not finish its work and the liberum veto was used for the first time 
to halt the sejm in 1669. In 1688 the sejm dissolved before it even 
started its work. After a sejm collpased laws that had already ben 
passed ceased to be valid and legislation was destroyed. Noblemen 
alone or in groups, often based on their own representatives and
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from the mid-seventeenth to the eigteenth centuries even foreign 
agents took pains to ensure that laws which harmed their interests 
were not passed and to that end forced the collapse of sejms. Gen
try parliamentarianism turned into anarchy and the sejms that op
erated comparatively effectively at the end of the sixteenth century 
and during the first half of the seventeenth century later became 
ineffectual. Between 1573 and 1763 137 Commonwealth sejms 
were called and 53 of them collapsed.

The Lithuanian gentry did not wish to merge into the joint 
Commonwealth Sejm and had separate working practices that did 
not run against union legislation. After the Union powiat repre
sentatives and senators, like their counterparts in Poland, gathered 
in pre-sejm meetings. In Lithuania these replaced in part the old 
Lithuanian sejm because they discussed issues that were not part 
of the official sejm’s agenda. These meetings were regular from the 
end of the sixteenth century to around 1625 but later they became 
more and more rare. In part they were represented by sessions of 
Lithuanian senators in the sejm. They were known throughout the 
life of the Commonwealth and were necessary for passing laws for 
Lithuania alone and to discuss the actions of Lithuanian senators 
in the sejm. Pre-sejm meetings, separate laws and these senatorial 
sessions allowed Lithuanian matters to be discussed in the sejm 
and prevent it from becoming an extension of the Polish sejm.

During the first interregna Lithuanian nobles and gentry gath
ered separately from the Poles and carried out the tasks previously 
entrusted to the now abolished Council of Lords. After failing to 
gain agreement from the Commonwealth Sejm Bathory summoned 
a Lithuanian Convocation, a supreme meeting of representatives 
from the Grand Duchy, in Vilnius in 1577. This was a way for the 
moanrch to circumvent the sejm and the Polish nobles and for 
Lithuania it represented a revival of the Lithuanian Sejm that was
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convened by the ruler and was legitimate. The monarch was acting 
like a grand duke of Lithuania and came into conflict with Poland 
on that account. Bathory and Sigismund Vasa attempted to exploit 
disagrements between Lithuania and Poland and convocations 
were summoned often, that is on twenty occasions between 1577 
and 1624. They deliberated issues of taxation, war, drawing up 
the Third Lithuanian Statute, border defences and so on. As the 
interests of the Polish and Lithuanian gentry came closer together 
and the power of the central authorities weakened, the force that 
might call a convocation disappeared and so this phenomenon also 
disappeared from political life. During the domestic conflicts at 
the turn of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and further on 
into the 1700s these were replaced in part by the Lithuanian Con
federations. The functions of these two bodies were similar but the 
legal grounds for their activities were different; the monarch had 
summoned convocation but confederations were organised as the 
gentry willed.

Lithuania and foreign states. The Union of Lublin declared that 
the Commonwealth would have a united foreign policy. But differ
ences of interest remained in the international sphere and policy 
directions remained in place. Lithuanian chancellors ran Common
wealth relations with Russia while contacts with western countries 
were organised by the Polish Chancellor. This was not a monopoly 
affair as the chancellors were accountable before the sejm and 
mush depended on the monarch but tradition and geography in
fluenced the division of spheres of influence in foreign policy. As 
the Commonwealth’s central authorities weakened and Lithuania 
and Poland fought wars on various fronts, the hetmans (chief mili
tary commanders) were active in running foreign policy in the 
seventeenth century. These matters were also overseen by confed-
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erations and the pre-sejm meetings not to mention the Common
wealth sejms. The number of bodies involved in foreign policy and 
the spread of their functions often made it difficult to understand 
when policy was being pursued in Lithuania’s name and when it 
was done in the name of separate nobles. The Radvilas, Pacases, 
Sapiehas who went against Commonwealth policy often declared 
they were acting on behalf of the whole of Lithuania, but prima
rily they were defending their own interests. This became a daily 
occurrence after around 1650. The destructive interference by 
nobles from both halves of the Commonwealth in foreign policy in 
the second half of the seventeenth century and the eighteenth cen
tury was obvious to their contemporaries too. Ar the same time 
there were Lithuanian foreign policy actions that differed from the 
basic line adopted by the monarch and the Poles, most often in spe
cial circumstances. Lithuania was pressurised by Commonwealth 
affairs and to safeguard its interests and autonomy. The Grand 
Duchy tried to reconcile its actions with Poland and brought its 
foreign policy into line with general Commonwealth policy.

Lithuanian foreign policy was influenced by the unwillingness 
to fight and peculiar pacifism of the gentry who associated life with 
the land not war. Sarmatian ideas did not take root in Lithuania, 
neither did the Polish concept of the Commonwealth as the “bul
wark of Christendom” against Islam. The boiars of Lithuania who 
had lost much land in the union and been surrounded by strong 
neighbours did not become enchanted by the megalomania and 
xenophobia that dominated Poland. On the contrary, especially in 
the eighteenth century the self-deceptive idea spread that a weak 
state (and after the Deluge, i.e. seventeenth century wars, the boiars 
thought they lived in such a state) was not dangerous to anyone 
and that no one would attack it. This pervasive gentry stance hin
dered the pursual of an active foreign policy.
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As Western Europe maintained contact primarily with Polish 
institutions, deepening polonisation of the gentry made it more and 
more difficult to separate a Lithuanian from a Pole and westerners 
no longer distinguished Lithuania from Poland. Poland maintained 
the image of her complete identificiation with the Commonwealth 
in western Europe and Lithuania which had been known during 
the crusades and in the time of Jogaila and Vytautas, was forgot
ten. Lor Russia in the seventeenth century the whole of the Com
monwealth was Lithuania and for Western Europe between 1600 
and 1795 the Commonwealth meant Poland. Whatever happened 
in whatever part of the Commonwealth happened in Poland as far 
as western Europeans were concerned. Poland mediated between 
Lithuania and western Europe and blocked Lithuania from view.

This concept became ingrained in Polish scholarship and spread 
to western scholarship where it was dominant until recently. Lor 
many people still the Radvilas were Poles and the cultural trea
sures created in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in Lithua
nia, even those not in Polish but Latin such as the work of Albertas 
Kojalavicius, Zygimantas Liauksminas and Kazimieras Semenavi- 
cius were Polish too. Admittedly, in recent times the complexity of 
the Commonwealth is being undestood better and the culture and 
statehood of Lithuanians, Poles, Ruthenians/Belorussians and Ukrai
nians are simply confused rather than merged into one.

3.3 The Lithuanian State in the Commonwealth o f the Two 
Nations ca. 1600-1730: an outline o f political history

Efforts to maintain a strong state: Sigismund Vasa (1587-1632) 
and Wfadyslaw IV Vasa (1632-48). Sigismund Vasa was welcomed 
to the Commonwealth as a descendant of Jogaila, the heir to the
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Swedish throne and a Catholic. There were hopes of an alliance 
with Sweden against Muscovy and the prioritisation of Catholi
cism showed that belonging to a particular denomination would 
become a factor in political life.

At the beginning of Sigismund’s reign serious conflict erupted in 
Lithuania. In 1591 he appointed a Pole, Bernard Maciejowski, as 
bishop of Vilnius. Lithuanians objected on the basis of the Third 
Statute that said that Lithuanian offices were not to be awarded to 
aliens. The argument ended only in 1600 when the Lithuanian, 
Benedikt Wojna was appointed bishop. Nobles of all denomina
tions showed the monarch that they were united when Lithuanian 
rights were infringed, but religious denomination made a political 
mark and with the ruler’s support the Catholic Church drove the 
Reformation out of Lithuanian life. In the early seventeenth cen
tury Protestants, certain Protestant families died out and the num
ber of those returning to Catholicism increased. Sigismund 
awarded high office virtually only to Catholics and at the end of 
his reign only the Calvinist Radvilas held office in Lithuania.

Distinct were the social-political consequences of the 1596 
Union of Brest between the Roman Church and part of the Or
thodox Church within the Commonwealth. The Orthodox bish
ops who initiated the union had hoped to increase their political 
influence but they caused a split among the Ruthenian population 
while the union was still being drafted. On October 9 1596 a union 
was proclaimed. The uniates recognised papal authority and im
portant Catholic ceremonies. Another part of the Orthodox Com
munity in Lithuania’s eastern palatinates and the Ukraine retained 
the old faith. These were called disunyci or “disuniates” and came 
to be used as a pretext of Russian intervention in the Com
monwealth’s and Lithuanian affairs. In the western lands many 
gentry became uniates and easily moved over to using Polish and
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blended in more rapidly with the Commonwealth’s polonised gen
try nation.

Catholicism was consolidated further by attempts to canonise 
St Casimir (1458-84), son of Casimir Jagiellonczyk which began 
in 1517 and came to fruition in 1602-1604. This was an impor
tant event in Lithuanian life which gave a strong propaganda im
petus to the Catholic Church. Lithuania avoided religious war and 
held officially to principles of toleration, but there were excesses 
when Calvinist churches were attacked, such as at Vilnius in 1591 
and 1611, where students were involved and in Zemaitija in 1620. 
There were conflicts between Orthodox and Uniates and in 1623 
the Uniate Archbishop of Polotsk Josaphat Kunciewicz was mur
dered. The authorities and the gentry condemned such acts and 
regarded them as an atatck on gentry liberties and rights and mark
ers of religious intolerance provoked political opposition on the 
part of the boiars.

It was in this context that relations with neighbouring states were 
played out. In 1592 Sigismund Vasa inherited the Swedish throne 
and was crowned but in 1599 he was deposed. This informed all 
further relations with Sweden as an important policy aim was for 
the monarch to regain his throne. The Vasa dynastic conflict over 
the Swedish throne turned into war between the Commonwealth 
and Sweden in 1600. The future king of Sweden, Charles IX 
(1604-11) marched into Livonia, seized castle after castle and posed 
a direct threat to Lithuania. Commonwealth territory became a 
theatre of war and the initiative lay on the Swedish side. Lithuania 
faced the greater financial and military burden. It was difficult to 
raise taxes for the war in the Commonwealth sejms and the Poles 
avoided paying such taxes while Lithuania took on the burden. The 
Lithuanians stopped the Swedes on the battlefield and throughout 
Europe the renown of the Battle of Kircholm spread, where 3,400
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troops led by Jonas Karolis Chodkevicius [Jan Karol Chodkiewicz] 
defeated 14,000 Swedes in 1604. A Polish corps made its appear
ance in 1602 and it retook most of the lost castles but it could not 
make a break through and retreated. Poland took part in the war 
symbolically. The pillaging march of its troops through Lithuania, 
disagreements over finances and the monarch’s inability to con
centrate Commonwealth policy in one direction (i.e. his Musco
vite ventures) worsened relations between Lithuania, Poland and 
the king. Lithuania was inclined to end the war and so made a 
truce in 1611.

The Commonwelath, especially Lithuania wanted peace with 
Muscovy at the end of the sixteenth century and so a truce was 
extended. The peace was disturbed in 1601 when a Muscovite pre
tender calling himself Dmitriy, the son of Ivan the Terrible, made 
an appearance in Poland. In Muscovy rebellion was brewed against 
Tsar Boris Godunov and this encouraged the adventurism of the 
pretender and his noble supporters in Poland to march on Moscow 
in 1604. At the state Pseudo-Dmitriy was successful and in 1604 
Tsar Boris died and the Muscovite boiars invited Dmitriy to take the 
throne. However, in 1606 Moscow rebelled and he died. Muscovy 
was in a state of alarm and a second pretender turned up claiming to 
be the rescued Dmitriy. In this critical moment for Muscovy Dmitriy 
was supported only by certain Polish nobles and also Leonas Sa- 
piega [Lew Sapieha] of Lithuania, while the position of the Com
monwealth and its ruler was moderate. But in 1609 a Russo-Swed- 
ish alliance was concluded and confusion in Muscovy encouraged 
Sigismund Vasa to attack in 1690. Smolensk was besieged and taken 
in 1611 and Commonwealth troops marched on Moscow. The 
Muscovite boiars elected Sigismund’s son Wladyslaw tsar.

Lithuanian politicians were not united. L. Sapieha supported the 
king, although like the nobles who opposed the war, he understood
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that annexing Muscovy by force would not succeed. Separate Li
thuanian units took part in the invasion of Muscovy but Lithuania 
as a whole did not become involved in this war and left the initia
tive to Sigismund and Poland. But when the Commonwealth sejm 
annexed to Poland recaptured lands that had once been part of the 
Grand Duchy, Lithuania protested loudly. The situation was made 
worse by Sigismund’s wish to take the Muscovite throne. Drawn 
out negotiations, pillaging caused by Commonwealth troops and 
bands of marauders and a rebellion was declared that grew into a 
Muscovite War of Liberation. In 1612—13 the Commonwealth was 
driven out of Muscovy, the Vasas did not hold on to the Russian 
crown and in 1613 the throne was occupied by the first tsar of a 
new dynsaty, Mikhail Romanov. The war continued for several 
more years and in 1618 a sixteen years’ truce was signed. Lithua
nia gained Smolensk and Poland took Chernigov and Seversk. 
Despondent Muscovy seemed to be easy pickings and Wladyslaw 
Vasa did not renounce his title of tsar, but Muscovy managed to 
rise again and began to grew considerably in strength under the 
new ruling dynasty.

The truce with Sweden was not firm. In 1617 the Swedes once 
more moved into Livonia and in the course of three campaigns 
(1617-18,1621-22, 1625-27) they took control of a large part of 
the land. The interests of Lithuania, the monarch and Poland which 
supported the king, were irreconcilable. In 1618 while still at war 
with Muscovy Sigismund rushed to make peace with Sweden. Li
thuania was against this for Sweden, rather than Muscovy, alarmed 
the Grand Duchy. In 1622 Kristupas Radvila prepared a truce and 
he opposed Sigismund’s plans for attacking Sweden. In 1626 
L. Sapieha signed a truce with Sweden without the king’s knowl
edge and in 1627 he renewed it. Lithuania had expended much 
effort on the war in Livonia from the very beginning. The burden
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was too great and there was still the need to fight Muscovy and 
help the Poles fight Turkey. As it became clear that the fighting was 
being done primarily on account of Poland and Sigismund, Lithua
nia acted without taking notice of the protests of the king and 
Poland. The war between the Commonwealth and Sweden was 
hindering the latter from participation in the Thirty Years’ War in 
central Europe and in 1629 France mediated a six years’ truce. 
The Commonwealth lost a large proportion of Livonia and re
tained only the southern districts and the vassal Duchy of Courland. 
Sigismund Vasa did not renounce his claim to the Swedish throne 
and thus a pretext for war remained.

Sigismund Vasa died on April 30 1632. The interregnum was 
brief as Wladyslaw Vasa was elected on November 14 1632. This 
speed was forced on the electors by a renewal of the war with 
Muscovy in 1632. The Russians laid siege to Smolensk but this 
was broken and the Russian army surrendered. Peace was made 
in 1634 and Muscovy renounced its claim to the lands it had lost 
in 1618, while Wladyslaw Vasa renounced his claim to the tsar’s 
throne. The Commonwealth was satisfied but its king was not. 
His interests coincided with those of Lithuania when King 
Gustvaus Adolphus of Sweden died in 1632 and it seemed to 
Wladyslaw that there was a chance to take that throne. In 1635 
he began military action against Sweden with Lithuanian support 
since the Grand Duchy wanted to take Livonia and began a suc
cessful campaign there. But the Poles were afraid lest their king 
grow in power and they made a separate peace with Sweden. The 
king and Lithuania had to agree with this and Livonia remained 
in Swedish hands and the king had to renounce his claim to the 
Swedish throne.

The leitmotiv of Wladyslaw’s reign was his attempts to 
strengthen his authority and as the fear of absolutism struck deep
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in the hearts of the Commonwealth’s gentry opposition spread 
continually to the king. The monarch sought allies against Sweden 
such as the Habsburgs and France. His efforts to take part in 
Europe’s political life were unsuccessful and led only to an increase 
in the influence of other states on the Commonwealth, on whose 
internal affairs foreign envoys and foreign cash began to have an 
effect. Wladyslaw Vasa was bold in his moves onto the European 
political arena and organised a war against the Turkey. In 1645 he 
began to muster troops and procured the Lithuanian boiars’ con
sent. This time too the Commonwealth gentry feared that the king 
would become too strong and were unwilling to make war, so they 
defeated the king’s plans in the Sejm in 1646.

The king planned to use the Cossacks against the Turks but 
now these were disquieted. In the southern lands of the Kingdom 
of Poland, Ukraine, social and ethnic opposition grew among the 
gentry who were mostly Polish colonists, and the local population 
of peasants and Cossack free soldiers. In the 1630s there had been 
several uprisings and in 1648 a particularly large Ukrainian upris
ing began. At the start the Polish army was heavily defeated twice 
and as events took this turn, the king died on May 5 1648.

During the reigns of the first two Vasas the Commonwealth 
fought much with Sweden and Muscovy in a sort of continuation 
of the Livonian War of 1558-82 and a major reason for the new 
wars was the Vasa’s dynastic policy. The wars were fought with 
the consent and support of the Commonwealth’s gentry and this 
reveals their inclinations towards expansion. At the same time the 
wars showed that the Commonwealth’s system of government had 
many defects, especially the badly-run treasury and poorly-paid army. 
Differences could be seen in the policies of the Commonwealth’s 
two nations and this had an effect on both their behaviour and the 
course of the wars. Lithuania tried to defend its interests when
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there was disagreement with the king and the Poles and found the 
means to do this.

The Commonwealth’s power structures -  the king, sejm, no
bility and gentry, acted with considerable agreement during Si- 
gismund Vasa’s reign and during the first decades of the seven
teenth century the king managed to control the sejm, although he 
came up against the noble oligarchy. However, his successor more 
often than not lost out to the sejm and the features of the state’s 
political weakness became clearer, estate self-interest came to domi
nate in the gentry’s political actions. The victory of the Counter 
Reformation and the Union of Brest brought supremacy to one 
faith. The reformed and victorious Catholic Church was able to act 
as in hegemony but the lack of strong opponents led to a growth in 
intolerance and this threatened ecclesiastical and social collapse.

Lithuania attempted to maintain common domestic political 
views in important issues and opposed acts on the part of the king 
and/or Poland if these were not suitable. The differences between 
the two nations within the Commonwealth were understood 
clearly as were Lithuania’s own interests, the particular character 
of the Grand Duchy and its gentry and all this was supported. But 
the political and cultural rapprochement between Polish and Li
thuanian gentry and nobles was also obvious as was the way Li
thuania was being drawn into political processes developing in 
Poland.

Continued weakness: ca. 1650-1730. Once more there were hur
ried elections and Wladyslaw’s brother John Casimir (1648-60) 
was chosen to be king. The struggles between Poland and the 
Ukrainian rebels continued unevenly. The rebel leader Bogdan 
Chmielnicki organised his state in the name of the Zaporozhian 
Army, sought support, treated with Turkey and Russia to become
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a protectorate of one or other of them. Lithuania understood that 
the uprising was not only a Polish affair annd that it could spread 
into the Grand Duchy’s eastern territories. Hetman Jonusas [Ja- 
nusz] Radvila organised defensive measures and in 1648 he halted 
a Cossack incursion, beat them in a battle near Loyov in 1649 and 
in 1651 he crossed the Lithuano-Polish border to take Kiev. These 
victories were important but the Poles fought most against the 
Cossacks. In Lithuania there was fear about Muscovy and de
mands were made for concession to Chmielnicki but accoridng to 
the 1654 Treaty of Pereyaslavl the rebels surrendered to Muscovy.

War broke out between the Commonwealth and Muscovy and 
Lithuania became the centre of action. The state was unprepared 
for war, the army was small, the treasury half empty and the nobles 
in discord. During winter 1654-55 campaigns were fought on the 
Dnepr, Berezina and Dauguva rivers. Tsar Aleksey Mikhailovich 
began his attack and in August 1655 the enemy captured Vilnius 
for the first time in Lithuanian history and after that Kaunas and 
Grodno were seized. The Russian army ravaged the country and 
towns, especially Vilnius, were plundered.

The situation in the region depended much on Sweden which 
sought to gain control of the whole Baltic littoral. It was worried 
by Russian successes but it was unfavourable to the Common
wealth. In July 1655 the Swedish army marched into Poland and 
took the country very quickly. John Casimir fled and on October 
25 1655 most Polish palatinates swore allegiance to King Karl 
Gustav of Sweden. Under Russian attack on July 29 1655 Bishop 
Jurgis Tiskevicius [Jerzy Tyszkiewicz] of Vilnius and Jonusas and 
Boguslovas [Boguslaw] Radvila, having learned of the Swedish vic
tory sued for Swedish protection and aid against Muscovy. Nego
tiations began. Lithuanian boiars were not united and on Septem
ber 13 1655 some swore allegiance to the tsar who had proclaimed
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himself grand duke of Lithuania, Belorussia, Volyn and Podolia. 
Poland was devastated and Lithuania remained alone against Mus
covy and Sweden. The Calvinist Radvilas and Catholic prelates 
along with John Casimir’s representative Wincenty Gosiewski ne
gotiated with the Swedes. The Swedes made a show of force and 
sent their army into parts of Lithuania not occupied by Russia 
(Zemaitija and the Upyte District).

The time of trial had arrived for the Union of Lublin. At Ke- 
dainiai on October 20 1655 representatives, many gentry, from 
Zemaitija, Upyte, Ukmerge, Kaunas and Breslav gathered. J. Rad- 
vila, Bishop Petras Parcevskis [Piotr Parczewski] of Zemaitija, the 
bishop of Vilnius’ representative, Jurgis Bialozaras [Jerzy Bialozor] 
and almost a thousand boiars signed a treaty in Lithuania’s name. 
The Lithuano-Polish Union was broken and a union was declared 
between Lithuania and Sweden. Karl Gustav was proclaimed grand 
duke and the Lithuanian system of government, and the boiar es
tate and religious rights were retained but Lithuania’s subjection 
to its new partner was obvious. The Treaty of Kedainiai showed 
that the Union of Lublin had not had much effect on Lithuania 
and there were forces capable of breaking the link with Poland. 
Those forces were not very large and they soon faced opposition 
especially as the treaty differed considerable from the terms that 
had been agreed and it failed to satisfy many of the signatories. 
The treaty was not entirely voluntary but the state had to be sal
vaged and Sweden seemed to be a better partner than Muscovy.

At the end of 1655 the situation began to change. J. Radvila 
died and in the unoccupied south-western parts of Lithuania Po- 
vilas [Pawel] Sapieha united the forces that were inclined to save 
the Commonwealth. In Poland an anti-Swedish partisan war began. 
This war became a regional war and more states joined in and in 
summer 1656 Sweden and Russia fell out. They fought one another
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in Livonia and after an uprising in Lithuania in spring 1656 there 
were no more Swedish troops left in Lithuania and the Treaty of 
Kedainiai was void. A new war led to truce between Lithuania and 
Muscovy on August 12 1656. This improved the state of affairs in 
the Commonwealth although Karl Gustav still formed a coalition 
of Sweden, Transylvania, Brandenburg, the Cossacks and Bogus- 
lovas Radvila. On December 6 1656 in Ragnot the coalition agreed 
to partition the Commonwealth. This plan collapsed and in 1657 
Brandenburg withdrew from the coalition after coming to terms 
with Poland to abolish Prussia’s vassal dependence on the King
dom and Transylvania was defeated. The Treaty of Hadziacz was 
signed in 1658 with the Cossacks who had broken free from Rus
sian rule and there was a desire to form a Ruthenian duchy com
prising the Kiev, Chernigov and Podolian palatinates and make 
the Commonwealth a ternal, not a dual union. This plan was de
stroyed by a short-sighted Commonwealth sejm. A great part of 
Lithuanian had been occupied by Muscovy but the latter’s troops 
were fighting against Transylvania and the Swedes. A peace was 
made with the Swedes at Oliva on May 3 1660 without changes in 
territorial possessions.

The war with Muscovy recommenced in 1659 and Lithuanian 
territory was overrun once more in 1660 and 1663-64. Lithuania 
experienced great material and demographic losses during the 
wars and occupations which were supplemented in 1655-56 by 
plague and famine during which around 40 percent of the popula
tion died. The treasury was continually short of funds and the un
paid troops rebelled. A truce was agreed only in 1667. Lithuania 
lost the Smolensk palatinate once again along with the Starodub 
District, while Poland lost Left-Bank Ukraine. The treaty included 
a clause respecting the rights of the Orthodox in the Common
wealth and Catholics in Muscovy and in the future this would give
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grounds for Russian intervention in the Commonwealth’s internal 
affairs.

At the beginning of the war Lithuanian society appeared to be 
divided and unable to reunite even in the face of great peril. In 1655 
the Radvilas, Gosiewski and R Sapiega found difficulties in recon
ciling their own interests and those of Lithuania and the Common
wealth. During the wars and after them changes appeared at the 
top of Lithuanian society. The Radvilas lost influence and the clique 
of R Sapeiha, like the Pacas clan rose to the top. These took over 
the most important offices: Kristupas Zigmantas Pacas [Krzystof 
Zygmunt Pac] became chancellor in 1658, Mykolas Kazimieras 
Pacas [Michal Kazimierz Pac] became Field Hetman in 1663 and 
Grand Hetman in 1667. They were connected with the royal court 
and the latter’s supporter, France, and came out in favour of a strong 
monarch whom they supported militarily. The new generation was 
closer to the Polish leadreship and also yielded to foreign influences.

After the wars opposition revived between the monarch seeking 
reforms to strengthen central power and his supporters, and the 
boiars who stood against them to defend their rights. The reforms 
planned in the sejms of the early 1660s were rejected. Both sides 
were supported, or rather were bought out, by foreign states. 
France, Austria, the Holy See and Brandenburg-Prussia directed 
great flows of money into the Commonwealth. There was a civil 
war in Poland between 1665 and 1666 and John Casimir lost. In 
1668 he abdicated and left for France where he died in 1672. The 
Commonwealth defended itself against interventions but lost to its 
own discontents who presented their own or group interests as the 
whole estate’s interests which crippled the state and the noble oli
garchy triumphed.

After John Casimir withdrew the Commonwealth elected a leader 
twice in five years or so. Both times candidates were proposed by
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the Habsburgs, France, and Russia. Foreign states made no pre
tence of hiding their handouts and the Commonwealth’s nobles 
took large sums of money. The corruption was obvious. The gen
try were angered and began to murmur; talk began of electing a 
Piast candidate, that is a local nobleman from the Commonwealth/ 
Poland. There were such and even B. Radvila tried to propose him
self. In 1669 Michal Korybut Wisniowiecki (1669-74) was elected. 
Fie came from Polish Ruthenia and drew his ancestry from Grand 
Duke Gediminas through Algirdas’s son Kaributas. In 1674 the 
Polish hetman Jan Sobieski was elected John III Sobieski. Their 
reigns was a period of rivalry between noble groups, mostly sup
ported by foreign states and winning support by shouting about 
defending gentry liberties, the monarch and supporters and oppo
nents of reform. Foreign lucre was continually being pocketed, 
people changed sides and the king’s own methods were the same. 
Central authority degraded, the Commonwealth became politically 
decentralised and of 6 sejms called by Wisniowiecki four collapsed 
and of 11 summoned by Sobieski 6 collapsed. Lithuania’s position 
was expressed clearly. The gentry anarchy turned into a tool for 
consolidating noble power and their mutual conflicts. Boiars who 
were turned against state reforms opposed new ideas. Society be
came closed, hatred of aliens and members of other faiths and na
tionalities flourished. The Counetr Reformation won its final vic
tory and influenced political life and gentry liberties. In 1658 
already the Arians had been driven from the Commonwealth; in 
1678 people were forbidden to renounce Catholicism and in 1689 
the Lithuanian gentleman Kazimierz Lyszczynski was burned at 
the stake in Warsaw for denying the existence of God. All these 
events infringed gentry liberties but they made no reaction.

All these weaknesses were inherent in Lithuania too. Even so at 
that time Lithuania still remained quite consolidated as we see
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from foreign policy. Consistently and independently of the mon
arch and Poland Lithuania avoided wars on its borders and sought 
to maintain peace with its neighbours. Therefore in 1678 there 
was no desire for the Commonwealth to become involved in the 
Prusso-Swedish War and in 1678 and 1686 efforts were made to 
sue for peace with Russia, although they faced losing forever the 
lands ceded according to the 1667 truce and it was agreed that 
Poland could fight the Turks along the Commonwealth’s southern 
borders far from Lithuania and Lithuanians even offered some 
help in this. Consistency was determined by one family that had 
established itself in Lithuanian politics, the Pacases. In Common
wealth terms they acted like nobles but in Lithuania they represented 
the national interest and this helped them gather many followers. 
The Pacases supported Wisniowiecki a little but opposed Sobieski. 
The latter began to win over another Lithuanian family, the Sa- 
piehas. After the deaths of M.K. Pacas in 1682 and K.Z. Pacas in 
1684, Lithuania came to be governed by the treasurer Benediktas 
| Benedykt] Sapieha and Kazimieras [Kazimierz] Sapieha who was 
Crand Hetman from 1682. These continued Pacas policy in for
eign affairs and immediately moved into opposiiton to the king. 
They ran Lithuania strictly and repressed the discontent; they sta
tioned the army on boiar estates. This was necessary because there 
was no money for maintaining the army. This measure was not a 
rarity in the Commonwealth but it was unpopular and regarded as 
an infringement of gentry property. In Lithuania opposition to the 
Sapiehas formed and this was favourable to the king. In 1693 
Bishop Povilas Bzostovskis [Pawel Brzostowski] of Vilnius op
posed the stationing of soldiers on church estates and he sued 
k. Sapieha before the sejm. This case became a test of the king’s 
supporters and the opposition throughout the Commonwealth. 
P. Bzostovskis drew the king and Poland into an internal Lithuanian
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dispute and thereby gained the opposition of parts of Lithuanian 
society that had been neutral. In 1694 Lithuanian representatives 
presented the king with such conditions that he began to talk about 
a danger facing the Union.

The continuity between the foreign and domestic policies of the 
Pacases and Sapiehas would tend to illustrate how they reflected 
Lithuanian state interests. It is known that as in Poland these were 
intertwined with the interests of nobles and their groupings and 
these either fitted in with or opposed the Commonwealth’s needs. 
Pacas and Sapieha policy showed their opposition to kings of Pol
ish noble descent and the fact that the latter did not take carry out 
the functions of grand dukes of Lithuania but confused the func
tions of Commonwealth monarch and king of Poland. In part the 
leaders usurped these powers, and in part they received them from 
Lithuanian society. Such a situation did indeed pose a threat to the 
Union of Poland and Lithuania.

John Sobieski died on June 17 1696. If Michal Korybut Wis- 
niowiecki was elected to the throne by accident, John Sobieski had 
great experience of state politics even before he was elected in 
1673, after beating the Turks at Chotim. He won many battles, the 
most famous of which being the Liberation of Vienna in 1683, 
when Polish and Austrian troops defeated the Turks and halted the 
Ottoman march on Europe, but he did not win any wars. He enter
tained grand state and dynastic plans and at the end of the 1670s 
he attempted to intervene in the Prusso—Swedish War with the de
sire to make Prussian throne a gift for his family, but his policy was 
halted in 1683-84 when he joined the Holy League (of Austria, the 
Holy See, Venice, and now the Commonwealth) against the Turks. 
In 1686 he agreed to peace and renounced lands in favour of Russia 
which had taken the League’s side. The Commonwealth appeared 
unable to solve its problems through either diplomacy or war. The
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balance of power in Europe was unfavourable to the Common
wealth and its rulers, but most important of all was the collapse of 
Polish-Lithuanian society. Various interests became mixed up in 
the Commonwealth’s public life and it was almost impossible to 
distinguish state interests and the personal and dynastic interests 
of the ruler acting like the leader of a noble clique, or determine 
where the interests of one or other group in Poland or Lithuania or 
one or other foreign state lay. Foreign states not only interfered in 
the internal affairs of the Commonwealth by paying money for 
“common interests” to nobles and even the ruler himself; they also 
made agreements pledging to block internal reforms and con
demned the Commonwealth completely to political degradation. 
One such treaty was made by Sweden and Brandenburg-Prussia in 
1667. Russia colluded with Austria in 1675, as did Brandenburg, 
Austria and Sweden in 1686. These players of international games 
included the Commonwealth’s official allies and the country be
came a political toy among other European states. The Common
wealth weakened as its neighbours, Russia, Austria and Brandenburg 
Prussia grew strong.

The misfortunes of Poland-Lithuania were not limited to these. 
Although the Commonwealth as a body politic grew weak, the 
role of the ruler also declined and there were even eighteen candi
dates for the throne. The Election Sejm split and on 27-28 June 
1697 two candidates were elected -  the French pretender, the due 
de Conti, and the protege of Austria and Russia, Elector Frederick 
Augustus Wettin of Saxony. He was crowned as Augustus II of Po
land-Lithuania (1697-1733) and was swiftly acknowledged by all.

The Coequatio iurium, or “Co-equation of the Laws” was passed 
by the Election Sejm to unify legal affairs in both the Kingdom and 
the Grand Duchy. Lithuanian ministers had enjoyed greater pow
ers than their Polish colleagues. When the powers of ministers in
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both parts of the state were made equal, the authority of Lithua
nian officials was reduced. In addition the Hetman lost his right to 
dispose of the army as he saw fit, taxes were not paid directly to 
the state treasury but from the local treasuries to the army. Histo
rians sometimes compare the coequatio measures with the Union 
of Lublin, claiming that this was either the final consolidation of 
Lithuanian statehood or the complete merger de jure and de facto 
of Lithuania and Poland in the Polish Commonwealth. We would 
take A. Sapoka’s view that the coequatio is over-rated and that the 
state link between Lithuania and Poland merely settled down as a 
result of it4. Indeed this was just a plan to weaken the position of 
the Sapiehas, the Grand Hetman and Treasurer.

Augustus II sought to consolidate his position in the Common
wealth by drawing the gentry to his side and returning the lands 
they had lost. With Saxon and Commonwealth forces (along with 
the Lithuanian army under Sapieha’s leadership) he fought against 
the Turks in the Holy League’s war. Via the 1699 Treaty of Kar- 
lowitz he regained lands occupied by the Turks and planned to 
seize Livonia from Sweden and bring the territory under his own 
hereditary control. An anti-Swedish alliance was cobbled together 
in 1698-99, Peter the Great of Russia sought an outlet to the Bal
tic sea and Denmark lamented. Augustus II took part in the alli
ance as Elector of Saxony without the back up of the Common
wealth. He had to move the Saxon army to Livonia but the pacta 
conventa prevented him from doing this.

The conflict that had brewed in Lithuania during the Interreg
num became a real war, gentry opposed to the Sapiehas began to 
ravage that family’s estates and in 1698 they were ready for battle, 
when they met K. Sapieha returning from the wars. Augustus in-

4 Sapoka A., in op. cit., p. 227-230.
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tervened to negotiate a truce and the Saxon army arrived to safe
guard Sapieha estates in Zemaitija close by the Livonian border. 
The gentry who had been egged on by nobles opposed to the 
Sapiehas were anxious and in 1700 they formed the Valkininkai 
Confederation and defeated Sapiega forces. The hegemony of this 
family in Lithuania came to an end and the leaders of the gentry 
divided out their offices. The confederates looked for support from 
the monarch and declared Augustus II to be grand duke of Li
thuania with hereditary rights. This did not signify the end of the 
Union but it would have changed the status of Lithuania and the 
ruler within the Commonwealth and the relations between the two 
institutions. Thus the agreement was criticised so bitterly by the 
Poles that no one dared defend it and it was burned publicly in War
saw in 1701. This hasty action reveled the immaturity of Lithua
nia’s new leaders.

In 1700 too the Northern War began. King Charles XII of Swe
den defeated the Danes and Russians, drove away Augustus II’s 
Saxon troops from the siege of Riga and brought Swedish troops 
up to the Lithuanian border. Augustus II fought a elector of Saxony 
without Commonwealth support. He did not have enough back
ing and in 1701 he was already thinking about making peace. The 
situation in Lithuania was difficult. Elector Augustus was involved 
in war and Lithuania, another of his domains, became a Saxon 
military base. Augustus’s Russian allies became involved in the 
conflict while in Lithuania itself the Sapiehas and the Valkininkai 
Confederates fought. Meanwhile Poland avoided war. In spring 
1701 the Sapiehas asked Charles XII to defend their estates and 
the Swedes overran western Lithuania. The confederates spread 
their partisan war against both the Swedes and the Sapiehas. Li
thuania was ravaged and her towns and villages robbed. After the 
Sapiehas came out on the Swedish side the confederates turned
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towards a closer alliance with Russia. In spring 1703 with the mo
narch’s agreement the Valkininkai Confederation became the Li
thuanian Federation and declared that it would defend the mon
arch, Catholicism and the rights and liberties of the gentry. Peter 
the Great wished to come to an agreement with the Common
wealth but in 1703, after being unable to accomplish this, he made 
a treaty with Lithuania which took on the obligation of fighting 
Charles XII in return for help against the Swedes even if the Poles 
did not fight. Augustus II joined this alliance in his capacity as 
Elector of Saxony. At first the active nobles agreed with Augustus 
II’s acting as intermediary and hoped for Polish support in the 
sejms. They then enlisted the support of foreign armies. The Sax
ons represented one such outside force clearly and Sweden and 
Russia entered Lithuanian territory as allies of different parts of 
the Grand Duchy’s society. It is impossible to detect state policy in 
the actions of various groupings although both sides claimed to be 
representing Lithuania and defending its interests.

The war was a success for Charles XII and in 1702 he occupied 
Poland, while in 1704 a Swedish-inspired confederation in War
saw deposed Augustus II, electing Stanislaw Leszczynski (1704- 
10) as his successor on July 12 1704. Augustus’s supporters re
fused to recognise this election and formed the Confederation of 
Sandomierz to support the Saxon-born monarch. They also made 
an agreement with Russia and entered the war. Between 1704 and 
1708 success in the war moved from side to side and the Common
wealth split. The aims of various groups were unclear and they 
were manipulated by both Sweden and Russia. In 1706 the 
Swedes occupied Saxony and forced Augustus to abdicate the 
Commonwealth’s throne. The war appeared to be over, the ranks 
of the confederations collapsed in Lithuania and their leaders 
made peace with the Sapiehas. However, the Swedes had not occu-
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pied the whole of the Commonwealth and Russian troops were 
stationed on the Grand Duchy’s Ruthenian territories. Charles XII 
marched off against Moscow and was defeated by Peter the Great 
at Poltava on August 21 1709. The Swedes were trounced and the 
war was facing its end. In fact the Swedish-Muscovite war ended 
in 1721 at the Peace of Nystad, where the Commonwealth did 
not take part in negotiations, and Livonia was handed over to 
Russia rather than Poland-Lithuania. Russia thereby became one 
of the most powerful states in the region and together with Austria 
and Prussia came to determine how events turned out in the Baltic 
region.

After the Battle of Poltava the sejm returned Augustus II to the 
Polish-Lithuanian throne on February 4 1710, but Leszczynski did 
not abdicate; he merely fled abroad. Lithuania too was uneasy, 
tired by a decade of war and also by plague epidemics that raged 
between 1706 and 1711. The country was as exhausted as it had 
been after the Deluge of the previous century. Augustus II agreed 
with plans for strengthening his authority and set about looking 
for allies. He amnestied the Sapiehas and in 1713 returned the 
Saxon army to the Commonwealth. In 1715 armed opposition to 
the king broke out with the Confederation of Tarnogrod in Poland 
and later in Lithuania too. The king and the confederates agreed 
to the mediation of Peter the Great who had sent his army into the 
Commonwealth. The Mute Sejm took place in 1717, surrounded 
by Russian troops. This sejm lasted for one day only and its reso
lutions were passed in silence (hence the name). Augustus II was to 
remove his Saxon troops while the gentry ceded their rights to con
federation. The Commonwealth was permitted to maintain a 
standing army of 24,200 men, of whom 18,000 were to be pro
vided by Poland and the rest by the Grand Duchy. Gentry dietines 
were deprived of their rights to organise military matters and lost
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part of their rights to control district treasuries. The sejm resolu
tions deprived the monarch of his chance to strengthen his posi
tion. After confederations were outlawed and the liberum veto re
mained in effect state reforms became impossible for the sejms to 
implement. Thus the faulty Commonwealth system of government 
was preserved. This was guaranteed by the Russian tsar who ob
tained the power to regulate the Commonwealth’s internal affairs 
and the state took on the aspect of a Russian protectorate. Russia 
virtually annexed the Commonwealth but was unable to grab it 
completely. Hence the tsar’s attempt to maintain the status quo. In 
1720 Russia and Prussia agreed to maintain the status quo with 
the Commonwealth and 1732 they agreed together with Austria 
on future elections of the kings-grand dukes. The Commonwealth’s 
internal affairs became the policy object of foreign states rather 
than a matter for Polish-Lithuanian decision.

Such was the result of Augustus II’s reign which lasted a third of 
a century. He died on February 2 1733. A decade of war brought 
the Commonwealth only great demographic, economic and politi
cal losses. The gentry, nobility and monarch were unable to agree 
on policy issues and so invited foreign states to resolve domestic 
problems. The Commonwealth’s authority waned and it became 
an object of foreign supervision. The gentry’s conservative inclina
tions consolidated, there was a monopoly on ruling minds and 
prohibitions were imposed on political life. In 1718 a ban was 
imposed on building Protestant churches and in 1718, 1733 the 
rights of non-Catholics to take public office or be elected to the 
sejm were limited.

Lithuania had long been an integral part of the Commonwealth. 
More than a decade of partisan war and the marches of foreign 
armies destroyed the economy that had been slowly reviving after 
the catastrophes of the mid-seventeenth century and it was diffi-
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cult to maintain even a tiny standing army. Even foreign wars did 
not calm domestic conflicts that choked the needs of a general 
Lithuanian state policy. The personal and group interests of the 
noblemen who ruled Lithuania stifled national interests. Thus the 
Sapiehas were at one time variously in the rival camps of de Conti, 
Augustus II and Stanislaw Leszczynski and then Augustus II again 
and there was no agreement even among the confederates them
selves. The Lithuanian ruling elite changes as the result of domes
tic conflicts and the Northern War. The Sapiehas did not recover 
from the great losses they incurred and no other family rose to 
take their place in providing government or representation for Li
thuania . Lithuanian ministers and other officials were typical rep
resentatives of the noble oligarchy.

The new interregnum was symptomatic of the general state of 
affairs within the Commonwealth. There was a more or less unani
mous vote in favour of the exiled ruler Stanislaw Leszczynski. His 
attempts to maintain himself on the throne with the aid of a for
eign army and his support from absolutist Lrance, whose king had 
married Leszczyriski’s daughter, Maria, did not appear dreadful. 
People believed he would unite the Commonwealth and manoeu
vre between foreign threats. Russia and Austria were anxious over 
the popularity of Louis XV’s father-in-law with the result that the 
domestic condition of the realm became uncontrollable. They sup
ported Augustus II’s son and heir in Saxony, Elector Lrederick Au
gustus. After the election sejm convened the Russian army was late 
in encroaching on Commonwealth territory. On September 12 
1733 a group of 1,300 gentry proclaimed Leszczyriski king, but 
another election also took place when under Russian protection 
on October 5 1733 a group ten times the size of that which elected 
Leszczynski proclaimed Lrederick Augustus king-grand duke and 
on January 20 1734 he was crowned Augustus III (1734-63) as
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Saxon and Russian troops beat back the opposition. A War of the 
Polish Succession broke out in Europe involving France, Spain, Aus
tria, Russia and Saxony. The very name of this war illustrates how 
other parts of Europe did not take notice of the Commonwealth’s 
dual nature and identified Lithuania completely with Poland. The 
war was fought mostly in western Europe and provided an oppor
tunity for combatant sides to settle their own affairs. France lost 
and did not manage to defend Leszczyriski’s rights. Augustus III 
took the throne and held it, as he had gained it, with military sup
port from Austria and Russia.

The period described here reveals fully factors that had been pro
grammed to happen in the sixteenth century. The consolidation of 
a one-estate, gentry monopoly in state life, the unrestricted growth 
of this elite’s freedoms and rights at the expense of those of other 
estates and the monarch himself, and at the same time the ability 
of the nobility to turn the political rights of the mass of the gentry 
into their own instrument led to noble oligarchy and the deep pow
erlessness of the state. These processes took place in Lithuania in 
the sixteenth century but much more slowly than they did in Po
land. Bringing Lithuanian political life into line with the domestic 
affairs of Poland, where noble powers had advanced further, after 
the Union of Lublin speeded up these processes in Lithuania too. 
Under the conditions of economic stagnation that began during 
the first years of Vasa rule in the last decades of the sixteenth cen
tury and the early years of the seventeenth, while an atmosphere of 
creative discussion still flourished, there was a certain success in 
maintaining the balance between the state’s highest institutions, 
the monarch and the sejm that represented the gentry and between
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the interests of the state as a whole and those of the gentry estate 
that had become a state subject. But even in those days the Com
monwealth was beginning to fall behind other states in the region 
according to many parameters, as became obvious during the cata
clysms of the mid-seventeenth century. The conservatism of the 
gentry that defended not steps towards progress but rather obvi
ous shortcomings, the increase in society’s closed nature and the 
confirmation of oligarch power made the Commonwealth unable 
to react to geo-political changes in the region, to changes in the 
power of neighbouring states and this finally turned the country 
from being a political agent to becoming an object of outside policy.

In this context the enjoyment and defence of Lithuanian sta
tehood within the Commonwealth and the use of its various forms 
was meaningful only while it guaranteed social unity and the en
joyment of and respect for common state interests. Lithuania was 
the weaker partner in the Union and its defensive position means 
it maintained its unity longer than Poland, especially when this 
unity was maintained on Lithuanian terms. This seemed within 
the wider Commonwealth to be the fostering of separatist tenden
cies, but really there were no such tendencies. As both societies 
within the Joint Commonwealth came closer together and more 
and more intertwined, the state’s ability to defend itself was lev
elled out as is well illustrated by events of the turn of the seven
teenth and eighteenth centuries, when personal and group inter
ests stifled state interests.

During the first third of the eighteenth century the Common
wealth began to lose the characteristics of a sovereign state and 
political disputes reached excessive levels. However, the following 
decades brought the first signs of relief. For a long time Polish and 
Lithuanian historians have regarded the reigns of Augustus II and 
Augustus III as a more or less uniform period of state decline.
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Recently a boundary has come to be stressed within this period 
that marks two periods, one of state decline, the other of political 
recovery. There is talk of the long seventeenth century and a short 
eighteenth century. This view has still not been argued through 
fully. Lithuanian historians have not discussed it at all. However, 
we dare bring it into play here because in our view the available 
evidence permits us to see qualitative differences between the 
reigns of Augustus II and Augustus III. They are not great, but they 
do exist. In the next section, which deals with Lithuanian political 
life between 1734 and 1795, we will pay most attention to social 
developments that show the liquidation of the state’s impotence. 
All ended tragically and it proved impossible to throw off the realia 
of centuries but there were attempts to overcome past legacies.

3.4. The short eighteenth century: the reform and 
collapse o f the state

Reforms mature before the First Partition. Augustus III attempted 
to bring the Commonwealth and Saxony closer together and guar
antee both thrones for his heir. He spent most of his time in Saxony 
and hence the power of the monarch weakened further within the 
Commonwealth. It is a moot point whether Augustus would not 
or could not rule and left power knowingly in the hands of a prime 
minister, as was the usual case in absolutist Saxony. In the Com
monwealth, where a noble oligarchy was in control, power was 
split between ministers and senators, thirteen of Augustus Ill’s 
fourteen sejms collapsed, legislation was completely paralysed and 
this all had an effect on the country’s life. Count Heinrich von 
Bruhl, who was the Saxon prime minister from 1738, also held 
power in the Commonwealth. Only his methods of appropriating
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state property, his venality and open receipt of money from Russia 
and Austria only added to the gentry’s traditional xenophobia, 
made him unpopular and did not give good results.

Two noble cliques consolidated within the Commonwealth. In 
Lithuania the Radvilas, Wisnowieckis and Sapiehas belonged to 
the Potocki-led Republicans, a conservative grouping which pro
claimed gentry rights and liberties, the liberum veto, the principle 
of electing monarchs, restrictions on royal power and opposition 
to reforms. It was thought that the Commonwealth, surrounded 
as it was by powerful neighbours, would be able to survive if it 
were not centralised, but weak and of no danger to its neighbours. 
Indeed during August Ill’s reign the Commonwealth did not expe
rience foreign intervention. The leaders of the other group, called 
the Family, were two Czartoryski brothers: Frederick, the Lithua
nian chancellor and Augustus, the palatine of Polish Ruthenia. 
They were descendants of the grand-ducal Gediminid line that 
came to real prominence only in the eighteenth century. This group 
had followers throughout the Commonwealth and was in favour 
of increasing the size of the army, abolishing the liberum veto and 
reforming the sejm and dietines. They proposed that the state en
courage economic development. As Prussia and its pretensions to
wards the Commonwealth grew in strength, Russia and Austria 
lent wary support to the Family because they thought it would be 
useful if a capable Commonwealth followed a predictable policy 
and opposed Prussia.

It was important to Lithuania that the conservative forces were 
in favour of dualism within the Commonwealth and the separate 
nature of the Grand Duchy and the Kingdom. Supporters of re
form proclaimed the idea of creating a unitary state by turning the 
Commonwealth into a new Poland. For the Radvilas and Sapiehas 
power was grounded in control of Lithuanian state offices and so
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they needed Lithuanian statehood to survive. The Czartoryski 
princes were loyal to their principles in Lithuania and Poland alike; 
they were not concerned with the particular nature of the Lithua
nian state but with maintaining and strengthening their power 
throughout a united Commonwealth. However, the Family could 
not ignore Lithuania’s specific character completely. Virtually both 
groups destroyed the state, as they quarrelled among themselves 
and caused sejms to dissolve. The gentry was still governed by 
ideas of separate estate identity and liberty and these they supple
mented with religious intolerance and venality and political cyni
cism held the nobility in thrall.

Even so the supporters of reform increased in number and pro
cesses got under way to form a more open society capable of main
taining change. The young generation imbibed Enlightenment 
ideas from western Europe. Life within the Grand Duchy also 
changed. From the 1720s Piarist schools began to compete with 
the Jesuits in Lithuania, curricula included more from the natural 
sciences and the humanities; pupils were trained to think in cat
egories of statehood. As they felt the success of their rivals, the 
Jesuits reformed their own curricula along similar lines and in 
1751 they established a new school for young gentlemen called the 
Collegium Nobilium. From the 1730s the university press in 
Vilnius published calendars-cum-text books and created a system 
for propagating knowledge better. The first Vilnius newspapers 
appeared in 1760. Historical and political literature grew in popu
larity and in 1732 the first volume of Volumina legum appeared 
with its collection of legal documents. These and other publica
tions reveal the growth of public interest in the country’s history 
and care about its future. This is reflected particularly in the num
ber of various reform projects among which the proposal laid 
down by Stanislaw Konarski stand out. Time was still needed for
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such education reforms and information broadcasting to bear 
fruit, but at the end of Augustus Ill’s reign such tendencies are 
visible in Lithuanian society.

Conflicts continued between noble cliques in the Commonwealth 
and Augustus III sought to make contact with the Family as mod
est reforms seemed acceptable. This state of affairs was compli
cated during the Seven Years’ War (1756-63) when the Elector of 
Saxony fought on the side of Russia, Austria, France and Sweden 
against Great Britain and Prussia. The Commonwealth did not 
join the war but armies crossed its territory and Lithuania became 
an area for Russian troops to march across. The Prussians defeated 
the Saxons at the beginning of the war and Augustus III moved to 
Warsaw. The Czartoryski supported the coup d’etat planned by 
Empress Catherine II but she was interested in the plan for strength
ening royal power put forward by a Family member, Poniatowksi, 
and not in sejm reforms. It would be easier to supervise a monarch 
than a sejm. Augustus III died on October 5 1763 and the ensuing 
interregnum was test of strength for political forces within the 
Commonwealth and among its foreign patrons. The Family stood 
for a strong monarchy, the Republicans maintained their old mot
tos and their programmes had a characteristic that would prove 
fateful for the state: seeking political power within the Common
wealth with foreign aid. There were Lithuanians among the lead
ers of both groups. The Family was supported by Fletman My- 
kolas Masalskis [Michal Massalski] and his son Bishop Ignotas 
Masalskis [Ignacy Massalski] of Vilnius while the Republicans en
joyed the support of Karolis-Stanislovas Radvila [Karol Stanislaw 
Radziwill]. The Republicans hoped for support from Prussia, 
France and Turkey while the Czartoryski looked towards Russia 
for aid. Russia’s army was on Commonwealth soil, its envoy con
trolled the sejm and supervised the election of the Family’s man,
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Stanislaw Poniatowksi, as monarch on September 7 1764. He be
came Stanislaw Augustus and reigned from 1764 to 1795.

The Family felt strong and together with the monarch it initi
ated reforms in 1764-66. They wished to abolish the liberum veto 
in economic matters, to change the way the sejm worked and in
crease the size of the army, while the monarch increased his power 
infrastructure. In 1766 the sejm rejected Russian demands to grant 
Orthodox and Dissident (Protestant) gentry the same political rights 
as those enjoyed by Catholics. The forces in power attempted to 
act independently. Russia and Prussia, who had agreed in 1764 
not to permit changes in the Commonwealth’s system of govern
ment, were worried by these reforms. The Dissidents gave Russia a 
chance to oppose the Czartoryski and Poniatowski, whom they 
had so recently supported. Playing on moods among the nobles, 
Russia won the support of the opposition party led by K.S. Radvila 
that had recently opposed Russian interference in the Common
wealth’s affairs. The Dissident problem was escalated and in 1767 
a confederation was formed by Lithuanian Orthodox and Protes
tants and Polish Protestants and after that came gentry confedera
tions in Vilnius and Radom that were directed against Stanislaw 
Augustus and the Czartoryski. The Russian army surrounded War
saw, the king made concessions and took the side of Russia and 
the confederates. The old system was re-established in the Com
monwealth, the so-called cardinal rights of the gentry were re-in
stated, including gentry estate privileges, free elections of the mon
arch, the right not to obey the monarch, and the liberum veto. In 
1768 the dissidents obtained full political rights and Catherine II 
became guarantor of the Commonwealth’s political system. The 
Radom-Vilnius Confederation broke down the reforms and pushed 
the Commonwealth into not only a de facto but also de jure de
pendency on Russia that restricted the state’s sovereignty.
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Now dissatisfied with Russian diktat in 1768 the gentry gath
ered in the Bar Confederation which spread throughout the Com
monwealth between 1766 and 1772. It reflected the apogee of con
fusion in the Commonwealth and the heads of the gentry, its 
citizens. The confederates opposed the interference by Russia in 
Commonwealth affairs but sought instead help from Austria, 
France and Turkey which was just as expensive as Russian aid. 
The confederates included the old Republicans, reformers, and 
Russia’s supporter K.S. Radvila who regarded the Confederation 
of Bar as a continuation of the Confederations of Vilnius and 
Radom. They lacked a balanced programme of their own, formed 
no military organisation and fought a partisan war. The first 
groups were formed in Lithuania in 1768 by Simonas Kosakovskis 
| Simon Kossakowski] but in 1772 the war was lost.

Fearing lest Russia alone might take over the Commonwealth, 
Prussia organised discussions behind the Commonwealth’s back 
in 1771-72 between itself, Austria and Russia, to decide on the 
partition of Poland-Lithuania. Agreements were signed in 1772 
whereby Russia would obtain Lithuania’s eastern palatinates 
(around 92,000 km2) while Prussia and Austria took parts of Po
land. The Commonwealth lost approximately 210,000 km2, that 
is around 30 percent of its territory and 35 percent of its popula
tion. In 1773 the Commonwealth’s sejm was pressurised by the 
robber states to ratify the First Partition of 1772.

Struggles over reform. Stanislaw Augustus remained on his throne 
without changing his foreign policy and sought to maintain good 
relations with Russia and reduce the latter’s desire to intervene in 
his country’s affairs. Attempts were made to enlist the support of 
other states which had an interest in the Commonwealth’s survival, 
such as France and efforts were made to exploit disagreements within
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the partitioning powers themselves in addition to complications aris
ing in Russia’s relations with Turkey. Russia and Prussia regarded 
the First Partition as the first step towards destroying the Common
wealth. They halted military aggression only temporarily and con
tinued to hinder attempts to reform the Commonwealth’s internal 
structures that were preventing the state’s revival. The Russian en
voy Baron Otto Staeckelberg intervened directly in Commonwealth 
affairs as he sought to drive “fantasies about independence” from 
society’s consciousness. He gathered Russia’s supporters together 
and attempted to bring public life into line with Russian diktat. 
These efforts in the 1770s did not produce the desired results and 
Staeckelberg did not manage to unite the various pro-Russian ele
ments. In 1775 the sejm merely confirmed the 1768 Cardinal Rights’ 
Act and recognised all the states participating in the First Partition 
as guarantors of the system’s immunity from further reform.

Supporters of reorganising the system took the upper hand in 
the Commonwealth. In the 1770s Stanislaw Augustus confirmed 
his position and won over part of the middling gentry. The palace 
in Warsaw became the centre of the Commonwealth’s political life 
where supporters of strong central government foregathered who, 
under cover of loyalty to Russia, sorted out several important ar
eas of public life and set up a strong organ of centralised govern
ment. Specific new institutions of power had been set up back in 
the interregnum, like the permanent Polish and Lithuanian trea
sury and the war commission. These were appointed by the sejm 
and formed a bureaucratic apparatus that began to modernise 
state administration. Stanislaw Augustus set up his own Cabinet 
to deal with foreign relations.

The reformers came face to face with opposition to a centra
lised monarchy and their reform programme. Many former mem
bers of the Family and Republicans joined this opposition after the
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First Partition. They sought to maintain the old system and cardi
nal rights, and referred to the sejm as the highest state organ but 
with the liberum veto they took away the chance to modernise and 
strengthen the state. Relations with foreign states revealed the in
consistencies of Commonwealth politicians. The opposition, that 
expressed anti-Russian sentiment in public and chided the king for 
his pro-Russian leanings, entertained secret plans to use Russian 
assistance to overthrow the king who hindered them.

The closure of the Society of Jesus in 1773 encouraged a restruc
turing of the Commonwealth’s educational system. A joint Com
monwealth National Education Commission was set up, given power 
over all schools and empowered to modernise the education system 
and bring it under state control. I. Masalskis became the first chair
man of the Commission whose other members included Joachim 
Chreptowicz and Adam Czartoryski among others. Curricula were 
changed, new textbooks were published, a school government sys
tem was created and Vilnius and Krakow Universities were ap
pointed to manage it. In 1777 there were up to 300 primary schools 
in action in Lithuania and several dozen middle schools. More and 
more modern-thinking academics including some from other parts 
of Europe breathed a secular spirit into a reformed Vilnius Univer
sity (turned into the Lithuanian Supreme School in 1781) that had 
previously reacted so sensitively to Enlightenment culture and aca
demic novelties. They connected Lithuanian society with European 
science and culture. The prestige of the university rose in the land 
and its professors’ work was valued highly in the rest of Europe.

The educational system inspired by Enlightenment ideas in this 
part of Europe too formed the concept of a nation and a nation 
state defined not by membership of a given estate but by shared 
cultural, ethnic and linguistic characteristics and fostered civil so
ciety. But in practices things were different. The Commission was
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a Commonwealth institution and had no specifically Lithuanian 
element. In schools and the university Latin was replaced by Polish 
(Lithuanian was taught only in Lithuanian primary schools), Pol
ish was called the native language of the Commonwealth gentry 
and young people were endowed with a sense of citizenship of and 
patriotism for a unitary Polish Commonwealth. Lithuania’s politi
cal-social thought had not matured postulates of modern Lithua
nian statehood and national identity and its gentry took to identi
fying with the Poles and rejecting the Commonwealth’s duality.

An extension of state reforms was the central administrative 
body set up by the 1775 sejm to operate with the monarch, namely 
the Permanent Council of 36 members delegated by the Sejm in 
which a third of the members belonged to Lithuania. The Coun
cils’ departments of foreign policy, war, justice and the treasury 
controlled the executive authorities in their area. The purpose of 
the Council was viewed in different ways. Russia hoped to control 
it and thereby limit reforms, Stanislaw Augustus’ grouping wished 
to lead the state towards constitutional monarchy and opponents 
of a strong monarchy planned to turn it into an instrument in the 
Sejm for the supporters of the old order who were still quite nu
merous. The composition of the Permanent Council and the bal
ance of political power within it changed between 1775 and 1788, 
and its actions were not consistent. It has a contradictory reputa
tion in scholarship. It is thought that the Council was supposed to 
limit Stanislaw Augustus’ power and take over some of his duties 
to manage foreign policy and the army and control finances. It is 
also stressed that the Council restricted the free action of nobles 
holding high state office and that it disciplined the executive au
thorities. The monarch, seemingly supervised by the Permanent 
Council, was able to exploit it and continue with his reforms. The 
army was modernised and increased, the courts were modernised
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along with the state bureaucracy. In 1775 most Lithuanian small 
towns lost their rights to self government and Good Order Com
missions were set up to supervise private gentry-owned towns. 
These were a contradictory means of weakening burghers at the 
expense of the state. The economy was reformed in the spirit of 
mercantilism: taxes were reformed, a uniform system of weights 
and measures was introduced, favourable foreign trade agreements 
were drawn up and economic life improved. In Lithuania it was 
mostly noblemen who set up manufactories and had canals dug. 
The steward of the economies (estates set aside for maintaining the 
monarch and his court) in Lithuania (Grodno, Siauliai and the 
like) Antony Tyzenhauz reformed their organisation between 1765 
and 1780 and set up manufactories and artisan schools.

Lithuanian gentry society, like its counterpart in Poland, did 
not react in a united way to the reforms. What is more, in Lithua
nia statehood issues had not been forgotten and the growth of the 
number and powers of Commonwealth-wide institutions (the Per
manent Council, Education Commission, Royal Cabinet) covering 
an increasing numbers of aspects of public life, along with various 
plans to set up a united legal and administrative system showed 
that Stanislaw Augustus was crating a centralised united state in 
which the stronger partner, Poland, would dominate the weaker 
Lithuania. In the sejms of 1768 and 1775 the liberum veto was not 
valid and this was favourable to Poland’s hegemonstic ambitions 
not just reforms. A difficult situation developed in Lithuania when 
speaking out in favour of reforms could be interpreted as renun
ciation of Lithuanian statehood and safeguarding the latter was 
used a way to block reforms, especially since linguistic and cul
tural polonisation had not advanced to the stage where Lithuania 
would renounce being one of two equal states within the Com
monwealth and sorting out its own affairs without instructions
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from Warsaw. Thus historians sometimes claim that the Lithua
nian Treasury Commission worked less well than the Polish Com
mission but that conclusion is based on a negative view of the 
Lithuanian Commission’s independent actions.

Some in the Commonwealth were satisfied by slow reforms in
fluenced by political circumstances while others who kept up with 
developments in other parts of Europe, especially in France, wanted 
basic reforms and were thus unhappy with what was actually be
ing done. Especially since in 1787-88, when Russia was at war 
with Turkey and Sweden and its disagreements with Prussia were 
growing, there was a chance to get rid of Russian influence. The 
reformers were in a hurry; on October 6 1788 the Four Years’ 
Sejm convened. This confederated and the marshall of the Lithua
nian Confederation was Kazimieras Nestoras [Kazimierz Nestor] 
Sapieha, while Stanislaw Malachowski headed the Polish Confed
eration. The Sejm met for four years and from 1790 its composi
tion doubled. One of the Sejm’s first resolutions was to gather an 
army of 100,000 men and abolish the Permanent Council.

Legislative commissions worked within the Sejm dealing with 
the treasury, war and town affairs. The largest worry facing the 
Treasury Commission was how to find money for the army. Gen
try and church estates were taxed (10 percent and 20 percent re
spectively). In 1789 district (powiat) civilian-military order com
missions were set up with 15 gentry members (plus three from 
towns once the town reform had been introduced) and these be
came local administration executive authority bodies in the 
powiats. They dealt with the affairs of all classes and were thus 
one of the first moves from estate-based administration to territo
rially-based administration.

The town affairs commission was involved in actions for towns 
across the Commonwealth and from autumn 1789 a commission
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was held by Warsaw burghers. Lithuanian burghers became involved 
in the burgher movement and took place in the Warsaw action. On 
April 18 1791 a Towns’ Law was passed granting burghers personal 
immunity before a court sentence was passed, the right to buy land, 
to work in the civil service and courts, instructed gentry with town 
property to record themselves as burghers and obey local town au
thorities. This was the first joint-state Towns’ Law which finally 
defined the burgher estate and townsfolk obtained some rights 
which only gentry had enjoyed previously and the gap between 
burghers and gentry was narrowed. As this law came into effect 74 
Lithuanian towns gained self-government rights, town districts were 
organised, town-dwelling gentry registered as burghers and joined 
urban self-government institutions and urban government changed 
from being defined by class to being defined territorially.

Most attention was drawn by, and most arguments arose over 
the Constitution Commission that drew up a state harmony law. 
Here the interests of pro-reformers and conservatives, republicans 
and strong monarchy, a united state and Lithuania mixed up. The 
reformers discussed projects for a strong Sejm authority and a weak 
monarchy (proposed by Lithuanian Palace Marshall Ignacy Potocki’s 
group); the radical republicans, like Hugo Kollqtaj and his support
ers, wanted an electorally-controlled sejm to resolve all issues, with 
political rights for only legally and materially independent persons 
(i.e. the many landless gentry were to lose their voting rights and 
these were to be given to tax-paying burghers); Stanislaw Augustus 
proposed a constitutional monarchy with a strong ruler. Discussions 
inside and outside the sejm were attended actively by Lithuanian 
representatives, who were also divided among themselves. So-called 
Lithuano-Livonian group stood out from the rest; the conservatives 
were strong, of whom Kosakovskis stood out and among the more 
modest was K.N. Sapieha. There were two opposing concepts of the
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state relations between Lithuania and Poland. The monarch and 
H. Koll^taj sought a centralised unitary state which was out of 
keeping with the instructions of Lithuanian dietines and the de
termination of many representatives to maintain a dual common
wealth with a separate executive authority. A compromise version 
of the Constitution was drawn up that was swiftly passed on May 3 
1791 taking advantage of the fact that many of the opponents of 
reform were absent from the sejm.

The Constitution declared that Catholicism was the state reli
gion, forbade Catholics from changing religion and guaranteed 
people of other faiths freedom of religion; it confirmed gentry 
privileges and liberties and the Towns’ Law that had already been 
passed; it obliged state authorities to look after the peasantry; it 
declared the popular will to be the source of authority and divi
sions of authority into the legislative, the executive and the judi
cial; it provided for “permanently prepared” two years’ terms for 
the sejm to work, abolished the liberum veto and the confedera
tions; the supreme executive authority was to proclaim the mon
arch and the Guardian of the Laws comprising the prime minister, 
five other ministers (of Police, War, the Treasury, Internal and For
eign Affairs) and two secretaries; it stated that in the future the 
monarch should be of the House of Wettin; it left the system of 
elective estate courts. The Constitution repealed some of the old 
gentry cardinal rights and raised the authority of the monarch, 
turning the state into a constitutional monarchy.

This was a risk. The mass of the gentry did not oppose the new 
form taken by the sejm, the extension of burgher rights, the 
reorganisation of state administration, the army and the treasury 
or even the increase in taxation. The reformers had sufficient votes 
in the sejm. The sejm resolutions were passed against Catherine 
II’s will and instructions and the threat of punishment came closer.
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Therefore it is unclear why the supporters of reform agreed with a 
provocative increase in the king’s powers or the principle of he
reditary monarchy. That and the abolition of the liberum veto pro
voked great wrath among the conservative gentry and failed to 
consolidate society.

Almost all the Tithuanian representatives approved the May 3 
Constitution, although they had their reservations. The Constitu
tion did not mention the binary executive authority within the Com
monwealth and Lithuania and other aspects of Lithuanian state
hood and it used only Poland’s name. It seemed that the Union-based 
Commonwealth was being destroyed and a Polish state being cre
ated where Lithuania would merely be a province. In opposition to 
this the Lithuanian representatives demanded that in other laws, as 
had been the case before May 3 1791 the dual Commonwealth 
should be named. Joint Education and War Commissions (the latter 
set up in 1788) operated and when the Police and Treasury Com
missions were set up the Lithuanians managed to make these com
missions of the Two Nations with a fixed membership. As compen
sation for agreeing with the Joint Treasury Commission a Mutual 
Pledge of the Two Nations was adopted on October 20 1791 wherein 
a modified dual Commonwealth was legitimised taking into con
sideration the existence of the joint commissions5. The Pledge was

' This document was not noticed by historians for a long time and only recently has 
interest in it increased, as is reflected in publications and research: L. Mulevicius, “Lietu- 
vos savarankiskumas ir Abicjq Tautij savitarpio garantijos jstatymas”, Lituanistica, 1992, 
No. 4, p.70-8; published alongside the Constitution itself by E. Raila in 1791 m. geguzes 
3 d. konstitucija, Vilnius, 2001; Konstytucja 3 maja 1791-1791 geguzes 3-iosios kons- 
titucija -  The Constitution of May 3 1791, ed. J. Bardach, Warsaw, 2001; J. Bardach, 
“La Constitution du 3 mai et la Garantie Mutuelle des Deux Nations du 20 octobre 
1791 ”, in La Constituzione Polacca del 3 maggio 1791 e il constituzionalismus europeo 
del XVIII secolo. Atti del Colloquio italo-polacco 1991, ed. J. Zurawska, I.U.O., 
Naples, 1995, p. 13-29.
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equated with the Union of Lublin and Lithuania’s position as a 
subject of the Union was retained. This was one of the reasons 
why in February 1791 the Lithuanian dietines approved of the 
sejm’s actions in greater numbers and with more determination 
than was the case in Poland. The dietines were influenced too by 
the increasing threat of Russian invasion that required internal 
harmony.

Wars with Russia and the Collapse of the state, 1795. Reforms in 
the Commonwealth did not satisfy the nobles who hated Stanislaw 
Augustus and the defenders of the gentry’s cardinal rights or the 
guarantors of the state’s way of government, Austria, Prussia and 
Russia. At the end of 1791 a group of Polish nobles and S. Kosa- 
kovskis asked Russia for help. After Russia ended its war with 
Turkey (other guarantor states were involved in war against Revo
lutionary France) it made use of the Polish nobles’ opposition 
stance. Under Catherine II’s supervision the nobles prepared and 
published, swearing in the name of the Commonwealth’s nobility 
and gentry in St Petersburg on April 27 1792, an act of confedera
tion against the king. This, proclaimed publicly on May 14 1795 
at Targowica near Poland’s southern border, announced the resto
ration of the old regime and the abolition of reforms passed by the 
Four Years’ Sejm. On May 16 1795 the Russian army entered the 
Commonwealth and fought its way towards Warsaw.

The forming of a confederation in Lithuania was late since 
S. Kosakovskis entered Lithuanian territory with a Russian army 
and with its help organised the confederations of occupied dis
tricts which united as the Lithuanian Confederation in Vilnius only 
on June 25 1792. At first this was not supported by the ruling elite 
or the gentry and was formed on the strength of the Kosakovskis 
brothers, Simon and the bishop of Livonia, Joseph and their cli-
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ents. Stressing its aim of maintaining a dual Commonwealth the 
Lithuanian Confederation declared itself to be separate from the 
Targowica Confederation which it regarded as Polish.

With confederates advancing throughout the Commonwealth 
with Russian forces, they were joined by opponents of reform and 
the property of the reformers was robbed and pillages. On July 24 
1792 while the war was still not lost and there was still a will to 
resist, Stanislaw Augustus joined the confederates. This cut the 
spirit of resistance and gentry were influenced by property confis
cations and confederation propaganda to join the confederation 
which were now operating in the Icing’s name. Until the monarch 
joined it, the Lithuanian Confederation had only 4,000 members, 
despite pressure from those using Russian arms, but at the begin
ning of 1793 its numbers tripled6.

The Russian army that had been brought in by the confederates 
won the war for them but it did not withdraw, remaining on Com
monwealth territory until the realm’s last days. The Russian en
voy, Jakub Sievers, ruled Warsaw once again and Prussia promised 
support as it snatched Polish lands itself. Early in 1793 Russia and 
Prussia agreed to partition the Commonwealth. That was the con
federates’ mess -  after defending an antiquated system and egotis
tical liberties, they had demoralised the population and brought 
partition upon the country. Believing Russian promises not to 
touch the Commonwealth reveals their political impotence. This 
was the problem of the Lithuanian Confederation’s leaders al
though the problem was more difficult here. The sejm reforms cre
ated dangers for Lithuanian statehood and the confederates de
fended it desperately. Not knowing the differences in arrangements

Smigelskyte-Stukiene R., Lietuvos Didziosios Kunigaikstystes Konfederacijos veikla 
1792-1793 metais: Summary of doctoral dissertation, Vilnius, 2001.
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Kosakovskis proposed that Russia break the Union and allow Li
thuania to become part of Russia with autonomous rights, but 
aggressive foreign forces could not bring good fortune.

To grant a covering of legitimacy to events in the Common
wealth a Sejm was summoned in Grodno in 1793 which was con
trolled by the Russian army and people who had sought to serve 
Russia. It returned the Permanent Council to office, proclaimed a 
reduction in the size of the army, confirmed the cardinal rights of 
the gentry but left many of the new burgher rights in place. The 
Sejm attempted to oppose the partition of the Commonwealth but 
Prussia and Russia forced it to concur. Russia occupied almost
280.000 km2 of land and Lithuania’s eastern border moved 200- 
300 km to the west, while Prussia seized approximately 58,000 
km2 of Polish territory. The Commonwealth was left with around
227.000 km2 and a population of 4.5 million. This was a shock to 
Poland’s Targowica Confederates who could not be reconciled 
with it and emigrated and the Kosakovskis remained behind to 
serve the Russians.

The Commonwealth lived under occupation and the Permanent 
Council implemented Russian conditions zealously, of which per
haps the most painful was the reduction of the size of the army. 
Landowners and peasants were oppressed by the need to support 
the Russian army. It was understood that the rule of a foreign state 
had to be tolerated or an all-out war for freedom had to be fought. 
Political exiles in Saxony set up an organisational centre and rebel 
groups operated throughout the Commonwealth. The terror caused 
by the Targowica confederates and the Russians, arrests and the 
disarming of the Commonwealth army hastened the Uprising.

The gentry-born elected leader of the Uprising was Tadeusz 
Kosciuszko published his first manifesto in Krakow on March 12 
1794. The Uprising’s main aim was to drive out the occupying
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forces and restore the borders of 1772. There was a desire to con
tinue reforms of society and the state, based on public political 
consciousness but there were not too many ties to the May 3 Con
stitution or the cardinal rights. Kosciuszko ran his affairs in a dic
tatorial fashion, rejected a confederation-type organisation, where 
initiative fell to district gentry and relied on a professional army 
and general conscription. He called soldiers, gentry, burghers and 
village people to the ranks, extending the social base for the Upris
ing and the future state. On May 7 1794 the Polaniec Universal 
Declaration was proclaimed which granted personal liberty to 
peasants and abolished serfdom; the rebels’ administration was 
organised and they held before their eyes a Supreme National 
Council. On April 4 1794 Kosciuszko defeated the Russians in 
battle at Raclawice and Warsaw rose up on April 17.

In Lithuania the centre of the Uprising led by Jakub Jasinski 
was Vilnius. On April 16 1794 army detachments stationed in 
Siauliai revolted and on April 23 the rebels took over Vilnius and 
arrested the Russian forces’ command along with S. Kosakovskis. 
The next day an Uprising declaration was proclaimed announcing 
that the rebels would join their colleagues in Poland and it was 
signed by almost 20,000 people. J. Jasinski became leader of the 
Uprising, a rebel government was formed along with a Lithuanian 
Supreme National Council including gentry and burgher members. 
This acted more radically than the Polish rebels, terrorised internal 
enemies and hanged Kosakovskis. On April 30 1794 an address 
was made in Lithuanian to peasants, urging them to join the Up
rising and promising them personal liberty.

During the Uprising official political texts, such as the public 
declarations and Mykolas Karpavicius’s [Michal Karpowicz] ser
mon, were published for the first time in Lithuanian as was rebel 
poetry and this once more showed the rebels’ orientation towards
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a broad area of society and also permitted discussion of the func
tioning or at least appearance in the political arena of all socially 
active Lithuanophone people of more parts of the political nation 
than simply the gentry. This circumstance only confirmed the tra
ditional gentry cultivation of Lithuanian and Polish distinctiveness 
which was demonstrated by the independent actions of the rebel 
governments.

Until the end of June 1794 the Lithuanian rebels held the ini
tiative, maintained the attack and consolidated their position in a 
large part of the truncated state. But the leadership’s aims of 
safeguarding Lithuania’s statehood and the radical views of J. Ja- 
sinski and other leaders did not satisfy Kosciuszko and on the 
latter’s instructions the Lithuanian Supreme National Council was 
abolished on May 21 1794 and in its place a Lithuanian central 
deputation was set up to bring its actions into line with Warsaw 
and not command military units. On June 5 1794 Jasinski was 
removed from the leadership and replaced by the incompetent 
general Michal Wielhorski. For a certain while longer, despite de
feat at the Battle of Salai on June 25 1794, the rebels managed to 
hold off reinforced Russian attacks, resist the siege of Vilnius on 
July 19-20 1794, win the Battle of Salote on July 29 and attack 
Courland to besiege Libau. However, the Russians won battles in 
Poland during the summer and sent off part of their forces to Li
thuania which took Vilnius on August 12 and the rebels were put 
under further pressure before retreating to Poland on September 
30 1794. The Prussian army joined the Russians and dispersed 
the Lithuanian rebel detachments that had moved to the left bank 
of the Nemunas River. On October 10 Kosciuszko lost the battle 
of Maciejowice in Poland and was taken captive. The rebels’ 
mood fell, the Russians surrounded Warsaw which surrendered 
on November 9 after Russian massacres in the Praga suburb and
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on November 16 1794 the rest of the rebel forces surrendered. 
Lithuanian forces took part in the defence of Praga where J. Ja- 
sinski was slain.

Throughout the Commonwealth the rebels were defeated in 
battle by the Russians and its forces were no match for those of 
Russia and the latter’s Prussian ally. However, the Uprising was un
avoidable for those who did not wish to surrender gently to Russian 
despotism and renounce their own state. The state’s death throws 
began after the defeat of the Uprising. The Russian army occupied 
the whole of Lithuania to the west of the Nemunas in autumn 1794 
and the left bank of the river was occupied by Prussia. After the 
Uprising Catherine’s appointee as governor general, N. Repnin, is
sued a manifesto promising those who swore allegiance to Russia 
personal security, freedom of religion and commerce. Russia re
garded the occupied territory as their own property. It remained 
only to make this official.

On October 24 1795 Austria, Prussia and Russia agreed on the 
Third Partition of the Commonwealth whereby Prussia and Rus
sia retained what they had seized in Lithuania and Poland was 
shared out between all three partners, the partition was granted 
legitimacy by Stanislaw Augustus who remained on the joint throne 
until his abdication on November 25 1795 and the three enlight
ened despots wiped the Commonwealth from the map of Europe.

The Commonwealth was blamed for anarchy and the self will 
of its gentry. Knowing the Commonwealth’s past, we can see some 
truth in these accusations, but the state that was destroyed was 
attempting to and in some cases had already succeeded in attempts 
to remove their flaws. In the second half of the eighteenth century 
the Commonwealth restored its demographic and economic po
tential that had been destroyed during the catastrophes of the early 
part of the century and this potential was even improved under
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partition conditions. In the second third of the century a reform 
movement had begun, experienced various difficulties and set backs 
and achieved certain success during the last third of the 1700s, 
culminating in the reforms of the Four Years’ Sejm. The state or
ganism strengthened and was capable of functioning effectively. 
Admittedly many reforms were compromises and coordinated the 
old gentry values with modern concepts of society introduced by 
Enlightenment philosophy. This was a great step forward and dis
concerted the Commonwealth’s neighbours. After the latter de
stroyed the achievements of the Four Years’ Sejm there was a sea 
change in society and during the 1794 Uprising a vision of a multi
estate nation and state, albeit not completely clearly defined, and 
was acceptable to almost everyone and people sacrificed them
selves in the fight to defend independence and liberty.

Lithuanian society and its gentry nation travelled this whole road 
within the Commonwealth. The traditional and ever-relevant pro
tection of Lithuanian statehood did not prevent Lithuanians from 
travelling along the road with Poland to reform, success and great 
misfortune. Until the last days of the Commonwealth Lithuanians 
even supported the hegemonist and incorporationist aims of Polish 
society. Although the Polish language was confirmed in Lithuanian 
social-political and cultural life, although the Commonwealth uni
versally took on the name of Poland, Lithuania did not feel part of 
Poland, but just a part of the Commonwealth of the Two Nations. 
Having lost much of its Ruthenian territories during the First Parti
tion as their gentry became even politically polonised (more quickly 
than was the case in ethnic Lithuanian areas) even the sporadic ap
pearance of the Lithuanian language on the political arena during 
the 1794 Uprising heralded the modernisation of the Lithuanian na
tion. The formation of the Commonwealth’s political nation re
mained incomplete and therefore this awaited transformation.
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Lithuanians are the only Balts who managed to create a state of 
their own in the first half of the thirteenth century. It developed 
with firm state components in the emptier borderlands of east cen
tral Europe between the Catholic west and Orthodox and Muslim 
East, the worlds of Russia and the Tatars. The new state had to 
withstand western aggression while expanding eastwards into Rus’. 
The Catholic conversion of 1387 and the close political relations 
with Poland established in 1386 determined its entry into the west
ern world and its borderland nature. Lithuania moved from the 
Middle Ages to the Modern Period as a mixed ethno-religious en
tity forming a Lithuanian gentry political nation in all its territo
ries comprising ethnic Lithuanians and Rus’ians. As Russia grew 
in strength in the east, it became an important factor in Lithuanian 
life, producing great military and political threats but consolidat
ing society and the political nation. The development of Lithua
nian and Polish society, almost constant participation in a personal 
union and the Russian danger led them to the 1569 Union of Lub
lin. The new Commonwealth of the Two Nations was a confederal 
state where Lithuania and Poland both maintained their statehood. 
The latter was defended vigorously from Polish incorporationist 
and later hegemonist aims. Under Commonwealth conditions there 
was a linguistic and cultural polonisation of Lithuanian political 
society but there was no political polonisation. Thus Lithuania, 
like the whole Commonwealth, lived through a long period of 
state weakness in the sixteenth-eighteenth centuries because of an 
unsuitable juxtaposition of real political forces and theoretical 
concepts of state formation and because of the so-called gentry 
democracy’s involvement with the noble oligarchy. This had a nega
tive effect on the condition of the state as the Commonwealth’s 
neighbours grew stronger the Commonwealth really lost its status
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as an active state in the region. In the eighteenth century it became 
a de facto Russian protectorate and finally was partitioned. What 
was partitioned was not a weakening state but one which was re
covering its internal strength as a result of social renewal. This 
revival was one of the main factors encouraging Austria, Prussia 
and Russia to pillage the Commonwealth because they did not 
want a revived competitor in the region. A society that recognised 
and propagated civil values, like that in the Commonwealth, was 
persona non grata to the region’s despotic regimes.

The first stage in Lithuania’s political life ended with the parti
tions of the Commonwealth. What began as an ethnic Lithuanian 
state drew the populations of occupied Russian lands into its state 
life for a long time and formed a Lithuanian-Russian political na
tion. Living in the Commonwealth with Poland the incompletely 
formed Lithuanian political nation came to match the Polish na
tion. As ethnic polonicity spread a Commonwealth political na
tion formed which was perceived often by its contemporaries as 
the Polish nation. However, the formation of this nation too re
mained incomplete during the period of the partitions, especially 
since as political realia changed the characteristics of modern na
tions began to appear.
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C H A P T E R  4

The Birth of a New Lithuania 

under Occupation

4.1. Nineteenth century Uprisings -  the end of 
the gentry’ political power

Lithuania’s new shape under Russian rule. In the nineteenth cen
tury (the historical significance of which was longer and lasted 
from 1795 until 1918) Lithuania lost its sovereignty, finding itself 
under Russian rule (with a small part of its territory in Prussia). 
Until the fall of the Commonwealth the name Lithuania was taken 
by contemporaries to mean a state and had above all a political 
and only later a geographical and ethnic sense. But what happened 
to Lithuania after the state disappeared? At the end of the eigh
teenth century it began to shrink. In 1772 it lost territory in the 
East, the inhabitants of which already were or would become Be
lorussians; there were relatively few gentry and the inhabitants felt 
an ethnic affinity with Russia. Then in 1793 territory which was 
inhabited by Belorussians, where gentry were sympathetic to Li
thuania and the Uniate and Catholic Churches dominated, was 
also taken over. The inhabitants of those lands lost first did not 
take part in the 1794 Uprising, as having spent 20 years under 
Russian rule, they had become distant from Commonwealth/Li- 
thuania. Meanwhile, the Russian authorities renamed the united
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Gubernia of Vitebsk and Mogilev Belorussia. The lands which Rus
sia gained in the Second Partition participated in the Uprising. The 
territory Russia gained in the Second and Third Partitions, which 
had been part of the Lithuanian state, was still called Lithuania 
even after 1795 and continued to be perceived this way in an 
ethno-political sense as long as the nobility held power.

Russia reorganized the administration of this Lithuania several 
times. In 1794 having occupied the state, the Russians created the 
General Gubernia of Lithuania from the Gubernias of Vilnius and 
Slonim. Later the names, boundaries and number of these Guber
nia changed, before settling a little with the founding of Kaunas 
Gubernia in 1843. The General Gubernia of Vilnius (from 1830) 
was made up of the Gubernia of Vilnius, Kaunas, Grodno and 
Minsk. Their boundaries were not drawn along ethnic lines, al
though ethnically speaking the Gubernia of Vilnius and Kaunas 
were in Lithuanian territory and those of Grodno and Minsk were 
in Belorussia. This territory, the largest part of the Grand Duchy, 
continued to be known by contemporaries as Lithuania, although 
the name Lithuania did not appear on official documents coming 
from Russia. It was still of political importance, and the gentry 
there considered themselves to be Lithuanian gentry, the descen- 
dents of the Lithuanian state. In the nineteenth century there would 
be great changes, which in turn would be reflected in official docu
ments, as will be seen later in this chapter.

In 1795 a small part of Lithuania on the left bank of the Ne- 
munas went to Prussia. There Prussia founded the Gubernia of 
New Eastern Prussia. In 1807, after the war between France and 
the Fourth Coalition, this territory was taken by Napoleon who 
created the Duchy of Warsaw. Then at the Congress of Vienna in 
1815 the Duchy was handed over to Russia. It was renamed the 
independent Kingdom of Poland within the Russian Empire. Hav-
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ing been in the Duchy of Warsaw, this part of Lithuania found 
itself in the Kingdom of Poland and then joined Augustow Gu
bernia1.

Lithuania’s political status changed fundamentally in 1795; the 
state fell, the occupied and annexed lands were reorganized as 
Russian Gubernia and a different political system was introduced1 2. 
Those who were politically active, above all the gentry, of whom 
there were more in Lithuania than in other Russian Gubernia, had 
to decide what to do next, what way o f  life they would choose, 
whether to adapt to events or attempt to  change them. In the last 
years of the Commonwealth other layers of society, first and fore
most townspeople, became involved in politics and that was not 
forgotten. These were joined by newcomers from Russia. The group 
of subjects involved in Lithuanian public life became ever more 
varied, encompassing different ways of life, means of action and 
goals, which were often totally incompatible. Even before 1795 
society and socio-political life in the Commonwealth/Lithuania 
was not unilateral, but now the situation was complicated still fur
ther by Lithuania being part of a foreign despotic state. Therefore, 
in order to better understand the events o f the nineteenth century 
and people’s actions, we must explain the strange double lives led 
by layers of society, political forces and individuals. Only a small 
section of society tied its fate to the Russian Empire and the goals 
of its leaders. M ost everyday people were outwardly loyal to the 
foreign power, in order to survive or deliberately try to use legal

1 In 1867 Augustow Gubernia renamed to Suwalki Gubernia, from here name of 
Suvalkija that is still used for this part of Lithuania.

2 On January 1 1800 the Russian authorities introduced the Julian Calendar in Lithua
nia, and it was used there until November 28 (15) 1915. Here dates from this period 
are given according to the Gregorian New Style, the Old Style dates are included in 
brackets.

225



means to organize socio-political life, which would satisfy the in
terests of their own country rather than those of Russia. Such 
behaviour was not compatible with loyalty to Russia. Meanwhile 
there was continual underground anti-Russian activity, which often 
led to armed conflict. Those who participated in this underground 
activity were sometimes the same figures who were involved legally 
in public life. Due to the multi-layered nature of their lives, today it 
is difficult for us to understand people’s true goals, and to ascertain 
when public actions were authentic, and when they were masking 
underground activity or other genuine public actions.

Such a situation was new to the people of the Commonwealth/ 
Lithuania, as until then political activities had taken place openly, 
with the exception of the last years of the Commonwealth, when 
the country was first confronted with Russian despotism. The lega
cy of the Commonwealth, only with new colours, was the situa
tion Lithuania’s gentry had faced, a balancing act between union 
with Poland (now -  common political goals and common actions) 
and the preservation and defence of Lithuania’s sovereignty (now -  
attempts to restore the lost state with the help of the Poles, but 
without actually joining them). Lithuanian gentry in the nineteenth 
century had to decide whether to tie their fate to Russia or Poland, 
but this was not an equal choice, because for Lithuanians Russian 
rule meant the end of all political traditions and becoming a “na
tion without history”, perhaps not even a nation at all. On the 
other hand union with Poland would mean the possibility to par
tially restore sovereignty3. In other words, nineteenth century Li-

’ Aleksandravicius E., Kulakauskas A., Cart} valdzioje. XIX amziaus Lietuva f Under the 
Rule of the Tzars. Lithuania in the Nineteenth Century], Vilnius, 1996, p. 19. It should 
be noted that this is quoted from a book, which gives an overview of 19th century 
Lithuanian history. In many cases it has been used as the basis for the relevant chapter 
of our book, although some events have been observed from a different viewpoint.
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thuanian gentry had to choose between a Lithuania which was in 
union with Poland, or one which disappeared in Russia. Further
more as the new nation developed, new perspectives and roads 
opened up and were chosen by the whole nation, not just by the 
gentry. However, the new horizons appeared slowly, firstly in the 
work of the same Lithuanian gentry, and only gradually involved 
people from other backgrounds. Some talk of the coexistence of 
old and new Lithuania and the constantly changing relations be
tween the two. This is another characteristic of nineteenth-century 
Lithuania.

Once the society or nation had lost its sovereignty and become 
part of a hostile foreign state, almost every public action became a 
political statement, which showed either an acceptance of the oc
cupation or resistance to it. The occupying powers acted accord
ingly, trying to achieve their predatory goals not just by force. Thus 
in nineteenth century Lithuania, culture, science, education, some
times even economics gained political significance or was openly 
and deliberately politicized, by both the authorities and local op
position. This must also be taken into consideration when trying 
to understand the actions of people in the nineteenth century.

Lithuania remained an agrarian country for almost the entire 
nineteenth century and was mainly made up of groups, whose ex
istence and well-being depended on the land. In terms of quantity 
peasants formed the main group, but gentry dominated in terms of 
quality (i.e. education, the ability to participate actively, indepen
dently and creatively in socio-cultural and political life), at least 
until the abolition of serfdom in 1861.

The towns continued to be inhabited by a small number of 
people, the urban strata which had gained rights towards the end 
of the Commonwealth was reduced, small towns lost autonomy 
and their inhabitants lost their status as townsfolk. Traders and
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small manufacturers were in competition with industrial establish
ments opened by landowners on their estates (mills, sawmills, dis
tilleries, etc). Following the Russian authorities’ Regulations for 
Jews of 1804, Jews were forced to move from villages to urban 
areas, in order to strengthen towns’ economic potential. In towns 
Jews formed separate communities with their own kahal adminis
tration, abolished in 1844. In the nineteenth century these com
munities were conservative, closed and held together by religion. 
For a long time the Orthodox Jews of Vilnius managed to resist 
the influence of the Haskala (Educational Movement) spreading 
from Germany, as well as that of Hassidism, which had been flour
ishing in Eastern Europe since the end of the eighteenth century. 
Towns remained important because of their function as centres of 
administration (officials), culture and education (intelligentsia) 
and various interests brought all the layers of the population to
gether. Vilnius had lost its status as capital, but its importance in
creased as it remained the centre of Lithuania’s socio-cultural life. 
Kaunas and Grodno grew in size, but restrictions were put on 
other towns at the beginning of the nineteenth century.

Most peasants were serfs without personal freedoms and the 
corvee system dominated on the estates. However, in Suvalkija 
where the Napoleonic Codex was in use, peasants remained free. 
Landowners saw that the corvee system of forced labour was un
productive and looked for an alternative. In 1817, the gentry of 
Vilnius Gubernia asked the Tsar to release their peasants from serf
dom without land, but this request was refused. In Zemaitija, 
where the feudal land rent system was a success, at the beginning 
of the nineteenth century a number of better off peasants ap
peared, who tried to free themselves from serfdom and class re
strictions or at least give their children the opportunity to do so. A 
little later this was repeated in Suvalkija. Before the changes which
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followed the 1861 reforms, peasants did not form a separate class, 
but often responded to socio-political events, especially flashpoints 
like the Uprisings.

The gentry remained the most important figures in the land and 
caused the Russian authorities most concern. On the one hand the 
Russians tried to appease them and win them over to their side. 
After Catherine II, the methods of the regime became less harsh. 
The privileged classes’ right of ownership of land and peasants 
was not challenged and the gentry’ right to self-government re
mained, as did the Lithuanian statute book and a modified legal 
system, allowing gentry to become part of the administration. 
However, the despotism of the Tsarist regime prevailed and its 
main political aims were the abolition of the freedoms which the 
gentry of Lithuania (and Poland) enjoyed and subjection to Rus
sian rule. The gentry’ rights to govern their own affairs were re
duced and in 1802 only those with property and an annual income 
of 150 roubles were allowed to take part in local government. Fur
thermore, the authority of elected institutions was limited. The 
rights of a large section of the nobility, who did not own land, 
began to be restricted. They were excluded from local government, 
classified in law as being different from the landed gentry and were 
required to prove their noble status.

Even before the Third Partition Russia introduced its own regime 
in Lithuania. In 1794, a Russian administration was organized, 
censorship was introduced and recruits began to be sought for the 
Russian army. After the collapse of the Commonwealth the reor
ganization of the country continued, high-ranking positions in the 
Gubernia were filled by officials from Russia and the Imperial rank 
system was introduced, allowing the general bureaucratization of 
the country. On paper, these changes in the rights of the nobility 
might seem like nothing more than the routine reorganization of
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Lithuanian life according to Russian laws. However, in the Com
monwealth it was these rights which were the driving force behind 
the participation of the nobility in the affairs of state. At the Four 
Years’ Sejm Assembly or in the 1794 Uprising it can be seen that 
their actions began to contribute to the welfare of the state and 
society, and the foundations of cooperation between classes were 
laid. Unfortunately, the restructuring of Lithuanian life according 
to Russian laws and the introduction of the Russian bureaucratic 
model halted the movement towards a civil society. The combina
tion of the republican conservatism deeply ingrained in the gentry’ 
mentality, the inability to grasp the direction of the reforms in time 
and the power and bureaucratism embodied by Russia, was far 
from productive and pushed the gentry towards social conserva
tism, which was difficult to overcome.

The harshest period of Russian rule came immediately after the 
annexation. Catherine II’s successors, Paul I (1796-1801) and 
Alexander I (1801-1825) continued the alignment of the Lithua
nian system with the Russian one, restructured former class-based 
state institutions and demanded that Russian be used alongside 
Polish in the main government institutions. Local traditions were 
ignored, but at the time this was seen more as an an attempt to run 
the Empire rather than a planned policy of Russification.

In 1803, during the reform of the Russian education system, an 
education district was founded for Vilnius and it included territory 
of the Commonwealth occupied by Russia. Its centre would be 
Vilnius University, the former Lithuanian Principal School. Adam 
Jerzy Czartoryski, who had cooperated with Alexander I, was ap
pointed as its rector. The district had cultural autonomy, the use of 
Polish in schools helped to spread Polish culture throughout Li
thuania and at the same time promoted education in the spirit of 
the Commonwealth of the Two Nations. After the loss of sover-
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eignty the university carried on the important work of the Li
thuanian Principal School, and performed various functions, not 
only as a centre for sciences, but also as a focal point for society. 
The high level of studies, the broad syllabus -  including even agri
culture and the arts -  popular professors, whose lectures attracted 
not only students, but also the general public, and academic and 
cultural societies which were founded on their initiative (Medical 
in 1805, Charity in 1808), guaranteed a high standard of univer
sity education, popularity in society, and stimulated society’s civic 
spirit and new way of thinking. A number of its graduates joined a 
very thin socially undefined layer of the intelligentsia, which lived 
from brain-work rather than from the land and made the structure 
of the conservative society more varied.

In the university the use of Polish became more widespread and 
from 1816 lectures were given in Polish. It served ethnically mixed 
lands and was attended by people from throughout the former 
Commonwealth, who were required to have been educated in Pol
ish-speaking schools no matter what their nationality was, or were 
part of the Polish cultural sphere. At the university great emphasis 
was put on history and the other humanities, in order to cultivate 
the spirit of the last years of the Commonwealth both throughout 
the university and society in general. This would determine the 
political attitudes and behaviour of a large section of society.

Alongside these attitudes inherited from earlier times, feelings 
of nationhood grew stronger, almost in response to the appearance 
in 1794 of political and poetic texts published in Lithuanian. Along
side the old gentry’ understanding of Lithuania, a new Lithuanian 
national consciousness emerged, which saw the importance of lan
guage. The strengthening of the importance of language is shown 
by the movement of Lithuanian philologists at the beginning of the 
nineteenth century. It was probably infulenced by Western ideas,
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Lithuanian culture in East Prussia, the works of Kristijonas Done- 
laitis and the studies of Liudvikas Reza. But most important was 
the existence of folk culture with its traditions, language and lore, 
not only among peasants, but also among the gentry who were 
close to rural Lithuania. The middle and lower layers of the Li
thuanian gentry were still bilingual. Most of them lived in Zemai- 
tija, but the aforementioned movement also included members 
from other regions. The majority were gentry, although there 
sometimes were educated peasants. Although it was not accepted, 
at Vilnius University Kazimieras Kontrimas [Kontrym] put for
ward the idea of lectures in Lithuanian, and a group of students 
organized the publishing of books in Lithuanian.

Scientific interest in Lithuania’s past and language (Dionizas 
Poska, Ksaveras Bohusas [BohuszJ, Jurgis Pliateris [Plater], Simo
nas Daukantas and others) helped the movement. At the beginning 
of the nineteenth century the number of Lithuanian fictional works 
(Simonas Stanevicius, Antanas Strazdas and others) and religious 
writings (the Bishop of Zemaitija Juozapas Arnulpas Giedraitis 
[Giedroyc] and numerous other priests) increased. Elementary 
educational books, prayerbooks and practical booklets were also 
compiled and published. The movement did not discard the old 
understanding of the nation, but reflected the nation’s ethnic char
acter, motivating the gentry and the intellectuals it produced to 
return to their ethnic roots. Peasants became part of the changing 
nation, as if almost invited by the gentry -  with the increase in 
literacy, peasants used books compiled by the movement more and 
more, and some verses even became folk songs. The new concep
tion of the nation began to penetrate the society’s consciousness, 
but was still weak. It did not split the Lithuanian gentry on ethnic 
grounds and the ethno-political conception of the Lithuanian na
tion continued to dominate. Strangely, political opposition to Rus-
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sian rule both stimulated and halted these changes in the concep
tion of the Lithuanian nation.

Conspiracies and the 1830-1831 Uprising. The Commonwealth’s 
spirit of resistance was unbroken. This was demonstrated by a 
wave of political exiles, Jan Dqbrowski’s legion (which included 
both Polish and Lithuanian gentry who fought on the side of France, 
hoping to restore the Commonwealth) and several plots. As early 
as 1797 the Russians uncovered the Ciecierski brothers’ Vilnius 
association, which was supposedly a branch of a wider conspiracy 
in the Commonwealth. It was expected that help would come from 
France, but Napoleon did not arrive until 1806-1807, when he 
founded the Duchy of Warsaw, offering hope that the Common
wealth might be revived. During the reign of Alexander I, a section 
of Lithuanian society began to link the Tsar with the restoration of 
Lithuanian sovereignty. In 1811 Michal Kleofas Oginski drew up 
a plan to restore the Grand Duchy of Lithuania within Russia.

On June 12 1812 Napoleon’s army crossed the border of the 
Russian Empire near Kaunas and began the war with Russia. On 
July 1 1812 Napoleon appointed the provisional government of 
the Grand Duchy in Vilnius. The state was formally restored and 
at the same time became a tool to provide the massive French army 
with food and troops. Some young Lithuanians enlisted and were 
killed, but the majority did not join either side. On July 14 1812 it 
was announced in the name of the nation that Lithuania would 
once more be united with Poland to create a dual state. Unusually, 
the signatories came from all sections of society, from the gentry 
and the urban population, but there were no peasants.

At the 1815 Congress of Vienna a new era in European history 
began. The Holy Alliance controlled Europe and Russia longed to 
act as a supervisor. The Polish question became important on the
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Continent. To Europe it did not only involve the Kingdom of Po
land; those parts of Lithuania which remained within Russia, were 
also considered to be part of Poland. In Lithuania a secret move
ment spread and after 1812 was supported by the Masons. Their 
activities are not well recorded, but it is clear that their experience 
was used in the Szubrawcy and Filomacy patriotic societies founded 
in 1817. The Filomacy (21 members), rallied by the university stu
dents Tomasz Zan, Adam Mickiewicz and others, began as a soci
ety for moral improvement and self-education and became an or
ganization determined to fight Tsarism for the country’s freedom. 
They spread their ideas openly through the Zwiqzek przyjaciol 
(founded 1819, 38 members), Fromieniscy (1820, 168 members) 
and Filarecy (1820, 176 members) unions, which they themselves 
ran at Vilnius University. Influenced by this, student organizations 
appeared in Kraziai, Kedainiai and elsewhere. But in 1822 Masons 
were banned in Russia, the Szubrawcy society was forced to close 
down, and in 1823 student societies were crushed. There then fol
lowed the largest trial of students Europe had ever seen. In all 108 
people were interrogated and 20 were exiled. After the suppression 
of the December 1825 Uprising in Russia, repression also increased 
in Lithuania and students were watched closely. Secret societies 
continued to appear, but were quickly uncovered and suppressed. 
However this repression only strengthened people’s determination 
to fight.

In summer 1830 the Holy Alliance was dealt a blow by the July 
Revolution in Prance, the echoes of which reached Poland and 
Lithuania. On November 29 (November 17 in the old calendar) 
1830 a rebellion began in the Kingdom of Poland. Its success was 
guaranteed once the kingdom’s army joined the rebels. Lithuania 
did not have its own army, the main force was the gentry and stu
dent activists. In many places, especially in Zemaitija, peasants
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were restless and after the announcement on the February 9 (Janu
ary 28) 1831 of compulsory conscription to the Russian army, 
many began to band together and hide in the forests. In Lithuania 
an Uprising began on March 25 (13) 1831, the rebels captured 
Raseiniai and set up a provisional government for the district. By 
mid-April most of Lithuania, with the exception of Vilnius, Kau
nas and Suvalkija was in the hands of the rebels. At the beginning 
of June 1831 the Lithuanian rebels were reinforced by Antoni Giel
gud’s corps from Poland. Without consulting the district govern
ment, he set up the Provisional Polish Central Gubernia in Lithua
nia in his own headquarters (June 11 1831 (May 30) -  July 9 (June 
28)), which was subordinate to him and was required to serve the 
rebel army. The latter tried to take Vilnius, but lost the battle of 
Paneriai on June 19 (7) 1831. It continued to fight in retreat until 
eventually one part was interned in Prussia while the other man
aged to break through to Poland. The Uprising in Lithuania was 
supressed and by October the same had happened in Poland.

Little is known about the Lithuanian rebels’ political manifesto. 
The nature and short duration of the Uprising did not allow a 
serious debate on models for Lithuania’s future. In Lithuania 
people did not question union with Poland and believed in the idea 
of equal sovereign Lithuanian and Polish states. In Poland how
ever, the rebel leaders saw Lithuania as a Gubernia of their own 
country. The idea of union showed the opposition of Lithuanian 
society towards political Polonization, union being preferable to 
provincial status. Of the rebels in Vilnius Gubernia 47 percent 
were gentry, 36 percent peasants, 7 percent members of the clergy 
and 10 percent townsfolk. The participation of such a large num
ber of peasants in the Uprising indicates the great problems that 
existed in rural Lithuania. In leaflets printed in Lithuanian, the 
rebel leaders promised to give the peasants personal freedom and
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explained that the Russian authorities only hindered this. But seeing 
the gentry as their main source of support, they stopped short of 
promising the peasants social change or anything concrete. At the 
same time demagogues trying to suppress the Uprising proclaimed 
in Lithuanian that they themselves would defend the peasants from 
the gentry. Thus the Uprising’s main weaknesses were the gentry’s 
desire to maintain privileges, an unclear social programme and the 
fear of ordinary people. On the other hand, through their existence 
and actions the peasants forced both the rebel leaders and the Rus
sian authorities to address them in a language which they under
stood. Although not yet independent, they were becoming a confi
dent force with growing civil and national consciousness.

Changes in Lithuania between the two Uprisings. Russia’s re
sponse to the Uprising was immediate repression and the long
term formation and implementation of “Lithuanian” policies. In 
Vilnius Gubernia 3,880 rebels were tried and 150 estates were con
fiscated. The rebels lost political rights and were barred from join
ing the civil service. Those who had emigrated were not allowed to 
return to the Empire and indemnities were imposed on landown
ers. The government of Nicholas I (1825-1855) took measures 
which aimed to completely fuse Lithuania with Russia in all areas 
of life. The Russian authorities found it hard to differentiate be
tween Polish and Lithuanian gentry. They believed that the unrest 
in Lithuania and Lithuania’s slow integration into the Empire were 
due to Polonization. In their opinion the solution was the eradica
tion of Polish influence and Russification, and they aimed to 
achieve this using all means necessary. Russian became the official 
language used in institutions and senior posts in government could 
only be filled by Russians. Then in 1840 the third Lithuanian Stat
ute (1588) was revoked and Russian law was introduced. From
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1832 priests’ sermons were censored, convents were closed, in
1839 the Uniates were forced to convert to the Orthodox Church 
and between 1841 and 1842 land was taken from the Catholic 
Church. In order to defend Russification, the authorities tried to 
prove that the ancient state of Lithuania had been Russian and 
that Russian culture had dominated there. They maintained that 
Polish influence only dated from the time when Lithuania became 
united with Poland and that the eradication of this and spread of 
Russification represented the restoration of historical justice. In
1840 the word Lithuania was dropped from the official names of 
the Vilnius and Grodno gubernias, just as the word Belorussia was 
dropped from the gubernias of Vitebsk and Mogilev.

Perhaps the most painful blow was the closure in 1832 of Vil
nius University. The Academy of Medicine and Surgery and the 
Catholic Academy of Divinity, which had been formed from Uni
versity faculties continued to operate for a time. The former closed 
in 1842, while the latter was transferred to St Petersburg in 1844. 
Between the end of the eighteenth and the middle of the nineteenth 
century, Vilnius was recognized throughout Europe as a centre of 
culture and science. Now however, Vilnius and Lithuania as a 
whole, were left without any academic institution. This was per
haps the most successful repressive measure employed by the Rus
sian authorities, as it had a detrimental effect on Polish influence 
in Lithuania and greatly damaged the development of Lithuanian 
culture and society.

One of the prime reasons for the closure of the University (and 
later the Academy of Medicine and Surgery), was the students’ 
often clandestine political activity. Soon after the Uprising student 
societies appeared at the academy, and in 1836 Franciszek Sawicz 
founded the Democratic Union (about 60 members), which forged 
links with the emissary of Young Poland, Szymon Konarski. In the
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lands of the former Commonwealth preparations were laid for an 
Uprising against Russia. The plot was uncovered in 1838, 215 in
dividuals were repressed and Konarski was shot. But the move
ment continued and the Russian authorities were constantly un
covering underground cells. The largest union involved in the 
organization of the 1846-1849 Uprising was the Dalewski broth
ers’ Fraternity of Lithuanian Youth, which had 203 members by 
the beginning of 1849. Once again the plot was uncovered on the 
eve of the Uprising. Although the conspiracy did not develop into 
a full-blown revolt, it was a hindrance to Russification. The ma
jority of the participants were members of the progressive Li
thuanian intelligentsia or gentry in favour of the democratization 
of society. They raised the issue of the necessity for social change, 
rallied peasants, reminded people of the lost state and shaped atti
tudes towards the country’s political future. However at this time 
signs of internal division emerged within Lithuanian society, when 
the general anti-Russian front developed distinctive aristocratic 
and democratic wings.

Although the Russian authorities’ policies were not strictly di
rected against Lithuania’s growing national culture, the harsh re
gime and the loss of the university affected the whole country, and 
did not improve conditions for the development of Lithuanian cul
ture. The government did not see the importance of the Lithuanian 
language in socio-political life. It was used in the publishing of 
practical, religious and reading books, and also from 1846 in Lau- 
rynas Ivinskis’ calendars. The number of readers increased and 
from 1841 schools could be established at churches in the Zemai- 
tija diocese. Thanks to the efforts of Motiejus Valancius (Bishop of 
Zemaitija from 1850), by the mid-1850s there were around 200, 
and in some parts of Zemaitija about half of the population had 
become literate.
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M. Valancius (1801-1875) came from a peasant background 
and the road to his becoming a bishop was long and hard. He 
effectively combined work to modernize the Catholic Church with 
concern for everything Lithuania stood for and became the most 
prominent figure in mid-nineteenth century Lithuania. From 
1840-1845 he was a professor at the Catholic Academy of Divin
ity, and from 1845-1850 the rector of Varniai Seminary. After be
coming pastor of the Zemaitija diocese, which included most of 
the ethnic Lithuanian lands, M. Valancius helped guide the clergy 
in their work with common people. He insisted that priests be able 
to speak Lithuanian and that they use it to communicate with 
churchgoers. He also wanted priests to compile religious booklets 
like he did himself and distribute them amongst believers. M. Va
lancius wrote and published the history of the Zemaitija diocese in 
Lithuanian, collected Lithuanian books in the seminary library and 
was involved in the founding and running of parish schools. The 
Catholic Church and the priesthood became increasingly demo
cratic, coming back to the people and a strong Lithuanian cultural 
current began to develop. It was not the only one, at the same time 
there were scientists and writers who wrote mainly in Lithuanian, 
though also in Polish. Sometimes they worked closely with M. Va
lancius, sometimes they disagreed on the direction their work 
should take. The historian, folklorist and author of practical book
lets S. Daukantas, stood out among them. Thus even under the 
conditions of serfdom and the Russian regime, when a large part 
of the nation was not free, but at the mercy of the Russian authori
ties and censors, a Lithuanian culture developed which was multi
layered both in a social sense and in terms of the direction and ex
tent of activity. It had come home to the nation, to the peasants, 
gentry, townspeople, and the majority of the people involved in the 
creation of this culture came from these same sections of society.
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There was also a current shaping the origins of an elite culture, 
which spoke in Lithuanian (S. Daukantas, the botanist Jurgis Pa- 
breza and others) or other languages with an emphasis on Lithua
nian subjects (the historian Teodoras Narbutas [Narbutt], the 
scholar Liudvikas Jucevicius [Jucewicz] and others). The differ
ences between these currents were hardly noticeable in everyday 
life, because they were intertwined and, practically speaking, 
democratic. There was a general movement towards a new Lithua
nian nation.

It should be stressed that culture in the Lithuanian language 
was not widespread in nineteenth century Lithuania. By the same 
token neither was Russian culture, which had failed to create insti
tutions with any great influence. The elite culture of the nobility 
continued to dominate. It had lost its institutions but survived in 
the gentry’s country estates and Vilnius salons. Following Russia’s 
defeat in the Crimean War (1853-1856), there was a climate of 
socio-political and economic crisis throughout the Empire and a 
general thaw in the regime. This made it possible to revive socio
cultural activities once more. In 1855 the Vilnius Archaeological 
Commission and Ancient History Museum were founded on the 
initiative of Eustachy Tyszkiewicz. The Commission’s main inter
ests were Lithuanian history, archaeology, literature and art, and 
they organized scientific and cultural events. This was an expres
sion of the elite culture and the participants were gentry, landown
ers and intellectuals from a similar background. So that it could 
operate, the Commission had to show a certain loyalty to the 
Tsarist government. Lithuania’s past and future were seen from 
the point of view of aristocratic culture and Lithuanian sovereignty 
during the period of the Commonwealth. The Commission saw 
the beginnings of democratic Lithuanian (and also Belorussian) 
culture. Its members included M. Valancius, L. Ivinskis and Mika-
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lojus Akelaitis, who came from a peasant background. But this 
was an exception rather than the rule. The Commission’s work in 
Lithuania was very important; it partially compensated for the loss 
of the university and rallied those involved in culture. Although it 
was indifferent to the rise of democratic culture in Lithuania, the 
Commission still provided representatives of that culture with the 
skills required to work in society. Adam Honory Kirkor and other 
like-minded people published books for ordinary folk in Lithua
nian, but at the same time, together with E. Tyszkiewicz and other 
gentry, he used Polish for science or literature for the educated 
classes. This shows the growing closeness between Lithuanian aris
tocratic culture and Polish culture, and how those who were so
cially mobile risked losing their national identity. The Commission’s 
work accurately reflected the state of Lithuanian society, the har
mony and discord between Lithuanian society and the Russian 
government, aristocratic and democratic cultural currents and va
rious Lithuanian and Polish issues.

At that time the temperence movement, which was spreading 
throughout Europe and was supported by the Catholic Church, 
reached rural Lithuania. In Suvalkija, in the Kingdom of Poland, 
peasants were encouraged to take an oath not to drink vodka in 
1856. In summer 1858, inspired by M. Valancius, priests in the 
Zemaitija diocese began a similar campaign. On October 23(11) 
1858 M. Valancius published a pastoral letter on temperence and 
by 1859 both Vilnius and Grodno dioceses had joined the move
ment. The movement spread further and temperence societies were 
set up in many parishes. By 1860 the societies in Kaunas Gubernia 
had 692,000 members (83 percent of the Gubernia’s Catholics), 
while those in Vilnius had 429,000. The societies were set up un
officially, without the authorities’ permission and the latter regarded 
the movement with some suspicion. The significance of the societies
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was manifold; the peasants demonstrated their attitude to serf
dom, and their relationship both with their masters and, indirectly, 
with the Russian authorities. The nation’s morals began to im
prove. The Catholic Church’s influence and M. Valancius’ author
ity had a great impact. The peasants showed that they were a 
strong, disciplined force which could think for itself and could not 
be ignored. It had the potential to decide the character of socio
cultural development and came closer to being a conscious subject 
in the political life of the country.

The Abolition of Serfdom and the 1863 Uprising. When in 1857 
Alexander II (1855-1881) announced plans to abolish serfdom 
throughout the Empire, the question of peasant affairs became a 
major issue in Lithuania. It was discussed at gatherings of land- 
owners and their aim to give the peasants freedom without land 
gradually became apparent. On March 3 (February 19) 1861 the 
Tsar, taking into account the mood in the Empire, announced the 
Regulations for peasants being released from serfdom, drawn up 
for landowners’ peasants. Serfdom was abolished, peasants were 
given personal freedom and the right to manage their possessions 
and other affairs according to civil law. Peasants were also allowed 
a certain degree of self-government; villages joined together to 
form a seniunija, and several of these would in turn form a valscius 
(small rural district). Land remained the property of the landown
ers and peasants had to buy the land that they were working at the 
time of the reform. However, the peasants had little money and so 
the dates for payment were deferred. In the meantime the peasants 
had to continue serving their masters. This led to great disillusion
ment, as the peasants had believed that they would not have to 
purchase the land. Their resistance to the duties which remained 
and the way the reform was administered grew; around 300 spon-
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taneous demonstrations by peasants took place in Lithuania be
tween 1861-62.

During the thaw the revived socio-political life in the Kingdom 
of Poland also touched Lithuania. It affected the so-called organic 
work and led to the founding of various groups. Many Lithuanian 
landowners belonged to the Warsaw Agricultural Society. Without 
proclaiming its goals in public, the society became involved in poli
tics and united liberal and patriotic landowners. The political dem
onstrations for the revival of the Polish state, which took place in 
Warsaw at the beginning of 1861, were widely supported in Li
thuania. Around 230 demonstrations were organized in Lithuania, 
116 of them in Vilnius. While some had a patriotic or religious 
feel, others were simply like picnic outings and at times there were 
between 5,000 and 20,000 participants. Most of these were towns
people, gentry and priests. However, the movement’s slogans failed 
to attract many of Lithuania’s peasants. The Tsarist authorities 
were forced to take drastic measures and on September 3 (August 
22) 1861, martial law was declared in Vilnius and Kaunas Gu
bernia.

Nevertheless, preparations for the Uprising continued. Gra
dually the organizers in Poland and Lithuania split into two dis
tinctive groups. Some Lithuanian landowners wanted the union of 
the former Grand Duchy territories with the Kingdom of Poland 
and cultural autonomy for Lithuania. They agreed with the Tsar’s 
conditions for the abolition of serfdom. In the middle of 1862 they 
formed the “Whites”, an organization with Jakub Gieysztor at its 
head, which was subordinate to the like-minded “Whites” in Po
land. Significantly more radical were the “Reds”, formed around 
the same time. They believed that the war of liberation with Russia 
should coincide with revolutionary social restructuring and that it 
would only be possible to turn the revolt into a mass Uprising if
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the peasants were given land and equal rights and class differences 
were eradicated. The “Reds” maintained strong links with revolu
tionary democrats in Russia and it was perhaps under their influ
ence that the “Reds” approved of the idea of the self-determination 
of nations. They formed a Movement Committee, which was led 
by the army officer Ludwik Zwierzdowski. Later it became the 
Committee of the Province of Lithuania, linked to the Central N a
tional Committee in Poland. The most active “Reds” were Konstan- 
ty Kalinowski and Antanas Mackevicius. The Committee published 
newspapers in both Polish and Belorussian, while M. Akelaitis pre
pared leaflets in Lithuanian. The “Reds” were the group most ac
tively involved in preparations for the Uprising. The organizers of 
the Uprising also disagreed over future relations between the states 
of Lithuania and Poland and this affected the relationship between 
the organizers of the Uprising in Lithuania and the Central N a
tional Committee in Poland, which viewed Lithuania as a Guber
nia of Poland.

The Uprising in Poland began earlier than planned. On January 
22 (10) 1863 the Central National Committee became the Provi
sional National Gubernia and announced its manifesto, inviting 
the lands of the former Commonwealth to rise up and restore the 
state. It declared that all classes were equal, that peasant duties to 
landowners were abolished and that the land these peasants used 
was now their property. The Committee of the Province of Li
thuania was not exactly prepared for the Uprising, but neverthe
less took the lead in Lithuania, announcing their manifesto on Feb
ruary 1 (January 20) 1863, together with the abolition of all 
remaining peasant duties. Soon rebel detachments were organized, 
peasants were informed of the Uprising and urged to join it and 
Imperial army recruits were discharged. The first clash between the 
rebels and the Russian army took place on February 2 (January 21)
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1863 near Cysta Buda in Uznemune, in the former Kingdom of 
Poland. In February and March there were skirmishes throughout 
Lithuania. Of the rebel leaders the most prominent were Boleslaw 
Dluski-Jablonowski and the priest A. Mackevicius in Kaunas Gu
bernia. The first to join the Uprising were gentry, but in some 
places they were soon followed by peasants, attracted by the 
Uprising’s social programme. In Siauliai and Panevezys district 
(Kaunas Gubernia), where “Red” A. Mackevicius was particularly 
active, and also in Uznemune, peasants actually outnumbered the 
other participants.

At that time in the rebel leadership there continued to be fric
tion over the Uprising’s programme and the relationship between 
Lithuania and Poland. The Committee of the Province of Lithua
nia was considered a failure and the Provisional National Guber
nia instructed the Lithuanian “Whites” to lead the Uprising. The 
Department of Gubernia of the Lithuanian Provinces took over on 
March 11 (February 27) 1863, but it became clear that it intended 
to avoid a mass Uprising. In June 1863, after the initial defeats, the 
“Reds” were invited to join this government, which was now like a 
coalition and was renamed the Executive Department of the Li
thuanian Provinces. However, some of its powers were transferred 
to the Commissar of the Provisional National Gubernia. The Poles 
attempted to make the Lithuanian Uprising subordinate to the one 
in Poland for reasons other than the success of the Uprising.

In 1863 the Uprising attracted the attention of states in Western 
Europe. They wanted to hinder Russia’s revival after it had lost 
the Crimean War, but only issued notes of protest which did little 
to scare Russia. Britain, France, Austria and a few other European 
states first protested on April 17 (5) 1863 and further notes of pro
test were issued by the first three countries on June 27 (15) 1863. It 
seemed that Russia was heading towards war with Europe, but it
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was the solidarity and support of European revolutionary organiza
tions which posed the greatest threat. The rebels lacked weapons 
and in spring a shipment of arms sailed to Lithuania. The attempt 
on June 11 (May 30) 1863 to land these arms on the Curonian Spit, 
near the Lithuania border with Prussia, failed and the guns did not 
reach the rebels.

Taking into account the protests from Western countries and 
fearing an attack from the sea, Russia concentrated large military 
forces in Lithuania, much larger than were needed to crush the 
Uprising. By June 1863 the number of troops in the Vilnius mili
tary district had risen from 66,500 on the eve of the Uprising to 
123,500. The rebel detachments were mobilizing too, only they 
were poorly armed and trained. Zygmunt Sierakowski was ap
pointed commander of the Uprising and voivode (palatine) of Kau
nas. He rallied a group of around 2,500 rebels near Panevezys, 
with whom he hoped to spread the Uprising throughout Lithuania 
and along the Curonian Lagoon. They moved towards the coast, 
ready to meet the arms shipment, but on May 7-8 (April 25-26) 
1863 they clashed with Russian units and were defeated. Z. Siera
kowski was wounded, taken prisoner and hanged in Vilnius on 
June 27 (May 15) 1863. The rebels continued to fight a guerilla 
war in small units and hindered the movement of the Russian 
army, slowing its advance into Poland, where the Uprising had 
also turned into a guerilla war after several defeats.

Convinced that the protests it had received from the West would 
not be followed by serious action, Russia began to crush the Upris
ing in Poland and Lithuania, and to solve the so-called “Polish 
question” with brutal military force. On May 13 (1) 1863 Michail 
Muravev became Governor General of Vilnius and head of Lithua
nian district in Augustow Gubernia (1863-65), creating an atmo
sphere of terror. He replaced all the local officials, teachers and
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other civil servants with Orthodox-believers from Russia, eradi
cated the remnants of the gentry’ system of self-government and 
declared that land would be redistributed amongst the peasants, 
so that these peasants would put down their arms. But most im
portant to him was military action; to subdue the Uprising he used 
the harshest of punishments and for that reason was nicknamed 
the Hangman. Those who supported the rebels received heavy 
fines or had their land confiscated. Nobles began to abandon the 
Uprising and M. Valancius and other priests addressed the nation. 
Seeing that the odds were in the Russians’ favour and wishing to 
protect the nation from further repression, they too urged people 
to abandon the cause. In the climate of terror the “Whites” gradu
ally ceased their activities. In mid-July the new Commissar of the 
Provisional National Gubernia, K. Kalinowski attempted to breath 
life into the Uprising.

The revolt went on in places, where it had truly been a mass 
Uprising involving ordinary people. In Kaunas Gubernia units com
manded by A. Mackevicius, B. Dluski-Jablonowski and others con
tinued to fight. However, in Augustow and Vilnius Gubernia fight
ing stopped in autumn 1863. In Kaunas Gubernia A. Mackevicius 
was captured on December 17 (5) 1863 and hanged on December 
28 (16), but separate rebel units continued to fight until September 
1864. The organized rebellion ended at the beginning of 1864, with 
the capture of K. Kalinowski, who was hanged in Vilnius on March 
22 (10). In Poland the revolt came to an end in summer 1864. Dur
ing the Uprising there were 178 battles and skirmishes with the Rus
sian army in Kaunas Gubernia, 81 in Vilnius Gubernia and 62 in 
Augustow Gubernia. The failure of the Uprising resulted in hitherto 
unseen repression; by early 1865 the number of people sentenced to 
death or hard labour, deported into the depths of Russia or put un
der police surveillance had reached 21,700.
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It is not known exactly how many people took part in the Up
rising. The numbers of those punished do not include those who 
were killed or who emigrated. Moreover, many rebels, peasants in 
particular, managed to avoid being caught by Muravev, so the 
number of those involved could be 2-3 times greater. While more 
than half of them were gentry, it is thought that about one third 
were peasants and there were also townspeople and priests. The 
fact that no less than 11 peasants were unit commanders proves 
that peasants played an active role in the Uprising. The revolt was 
perhaps the first time all strata of Lithuanian society had acted 
together. But as before, it was led by gentry. Some of them, the 
“Reds”, tried to appeal to the masses, the peasants, and under
stood that the integration of the nation’s classes was both neces
sary and inevitable. Others, the “Whites”, followed the old ideol
ogy of the Commonwealthan nobility, their main interest was the 
question of sovereignty. As for social demands, they only addressed 
those which were unavoidable following the abolition of serfdom. 
While the calls for political freedom appealed to some peasants, 
most of them took part in the Uprising because of land. In this 
respect the Lithuanian rebels were no different from the Poles.

In political terms the Lithuanian rebels remained true to the 
Polish aim of restoring the state with its borders of 1772. The Up
rising was a joint action of the nations of the former Common
wealth, but contemporaries associated it more with the Poles, call
ing it the “Polish Uprising”. Even Lithuania’s rebel gentry went off 
to fight for “Poland”. From the actions of the insurgents and the 
papers they left, it becomes clear that decisions on future relations 
between Lithuania and Poland were postponed until after the Up
rising. The various groups in Lithuanian society viewed future re
lations differently. A general summary of the situation might go as 
follows: the “Whites” headed by J. Gieysztor saw Lithuania as a
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Gubernia of Poland, A. Mackevicius as an equal member of a fed
eration, K. Kalinowski and the poet Jokubas Dauksa, an active 
participant in the Uprising, longed for a separate Lithuanian state, 
and M. Valancius and his followers stressed the importance of free 
ethno-cultural existence4. However, none of these groups of soci
ety saw a future for Lithuania with Russia. This society was still 
aristocratic, although it was opening up to other classes.

The failure of the 1863 Uprising was the greatest blow of all to 
the nobility in Poland and Lithuania, and to the political power 
they traditionally enjoyed. In political terms we can talk of the 
division of the Lithuanian nobility along Polish and Lithuanian 
lines, although the failure of the Uprising and the repression which 
followed it slowed this process. The section of the nobility which 
cherished the traditions of ethno-political union of the former 
Commonwealth came into conflict with other Lithuanian socio
political currents. The 1863 Uprising saw in effect the decline of 
the Lithuanian nation of gentry. It would be replaced by another 
form of Lithuanian nation.

4.2. Period of the Book-smugglers -  the Birth 
of the modern Nation

The “Restoration of Russian Elements” policy and results of the 
development of Lithuanian society at the end of the nineteenth 
century. The repression used by the Russian authorities against 
the rebels marked the beginning of a new Russian policy in 
Lithuania, which was executed until 1872 as if in a state of war.

4 Aleksandravicius E., Kulakauskas A., in op. cit., p. 151-152; Genzelis B., “Lietuvos 
ateities perspektyvq analize XIX a. viduryje”, Problemos, 1970, Nr. 2, p. 65.
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The Russians saw ethno-political Polish influence and the very ex
istence of the idea of the Polish state (never mind what it might 
turn into) as the main causes of the Uprising. Thus the new Rus
sian policy in Lithuania was directed against that influence, against 
individuals of “Polish descent”, i.e. local Catholics, including eth
nic Lithuanians. It also included the so-called “restoration of Rus
sian elements”, based on a distortion of Lithuanian history. In May 
1864 Alexander II approved a programme prepared by M. 
Muravev to politically Russify the North-Western Territory 
{severo-zapadny kray). As early as the 1840s, this was the name 
used by those in favour of Russification to refer to territory of the 
Lithuanian state which was annexed by Russia in 1795. After the 
Uprising this name was used more often, and ultimately replaced 
the name Lithuania in official and public life in the Empire. Plans 
were made to completely remove the Polish language from public 
life, to bar individuals of “Polish descent” from the civil service, to 
show preference to new-comers from Russia when recruiting offi
cials, to control the Catholic Church with all means possible, to 
promote the spread of the Orthodox Church and Russian coloni
zation, to establish Russian primary schools, to replace the Latin/ 
Polish script used in Lithuanian writings with the civilian Russian 
alphabet, known colloquially as the grazdanka, and forbid the 
printing of Lithuanian periodicals using the traditional alphabet 
throughout the Empire.

The programme began even before the Uprising had been de
feated and afterwards affected all spheres of life. In an attempt to 
undermine their economic well-being, local landowners were made 
to contribute 10 percent of their profits (revoked in 1897). Land 
which belonged to participants in the revolt or to those landown
ers who actively supported it was confiscated, and from 1865 
landowners of “Polish descent” were not allowed to acquire land
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(except by inheritance). The land within the confiscated estates 
and land formerly farmed by peasants was occupied by Russian 
settlers, creating Russian classes of landowners and peasants. The 
former inhabitants of these lands, on occasions whole village com
munities, were deported to Russia. Repression and various restric
tions were the basic methods used to colonize Lithuania. But al
though it gave the impression of the spread of Russian land 
ownership in Lithuania (between 1864-1870 the size of land 
owned by individuals of Russian descent doubled), this measure 
was not very successful, as a large number of the settlers were un
able to farm here.

Another victim of repression was the Catholic Church. From 
1863-1866 around 80 places of worship were closed, and the ac
tivities of all churches and the priests’ seminaries were strictly con
trolled. In 1864 the Zemaitija diocese had its centre moved to Kau
nas, where the Bishop could be more easily controlled by the 
Russian authorities. To aid the spread of the Orthodox Church in 
Lithuania, rebels were promised lighter sentences and landless gen
try land if they converted. Orthodox churches were built and in 
Vilnius Gubernia 40,000 Catholics were enticed to the Orthodox 
Church between 1864-1866. However, the Catholic Church found 
means of resistance and this process practically died out.

The planning of education was very important to the Russian 
authorities. They hoped to use the schools to instil a sense of the 
Russian state and to make the local population loyal subjects of 
the Empire. As already mentioned the parish schools, where sub
jects were taught in Lithuanian, were closed. A valscius (small ru
ral district) had to use its own funds to set up Russian primary 
schools, where the teachers had to be Orthodox believers, and 
where subjects were taught in Russian. Only religion was allowed 
to be taught in Lithuanian by local priests, and there were heavy
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penalties for setting up schools in secret. Russian was also made 
compulsory in some grammar schools, and Polish dominance was 
lost once and for all. Matters were somewhat easier for the Lithua
nian language in Suvalkija. There the primary schools were also 
Russian, but subjects continued to be taught in Lithuanian and 
even local inhabitants were allowed to work as teachers. Prospec
tive teachers had to complete pedagogical courses in Veiveriai 
(these began in 1866 and in 1872 a teachers’ college was set up 
there), where Lithuanian was also taught. Both Polish and Lithua
nian were taught at secondary schools and the authorities introdu
ced 10 scholarships at Moscow University for students who gradu
ated from grammar school with a certificate which included a 
qualification in Lithuanian. This was clearly an attempt to create 
an intelligentsia with pro-Russian and anti-Polish sentiments.

The programme for the “Restoration of Russian Elements” 
was used both directly and indirectly against Polish influence and 
the Polish language in the North-Western Territory. Polish was 
banned from schools and public life, local publications in Polish 
were forbidden, in fact the only place where the authorities did 
not manage to outlaw it was in church. Its sphere narrowed, but 
gentry/landowners, priests, townspeople and intellectuals contin
ued to communicate in Polish. On a political level this programme 
was not particularly anti-Lithuanian and Lithuanian influence 
was not seen as a threat to the Empire, but in order for Rus
sification to be successful, Lithuanian interests were ignored and 
even trod on. This was how the Lithuanian language came to be 
banned in schools and how in 1864-1865 the printing of Lithua
nian texts using the traditional alphabet was forbidden through
out the Empire, as well as the importing of such texts. Then in 
1872 the Gothic alphabet used by Lithuanians in Prussia was 
also outlawed. An attempt was made to organize the publishing
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of Lithuanian books using the so-called grazdanka, the Cyrillic 
alphabet. This was meant to reduce Polish influence and bring 
Lithuanians closer to Russian culture. The loss of the traditional 
alphabet would have greatly damaged the still fragile culture of 
written Lithuanian. At the same time there was a danger of 
losing access to Lithuanian literature, which after difficult begin
nings in the sixteenth century, had reached a high level of matu
rity by the nineteenth century. The Catholic Church, which used 
the Latin script, was also rather concerned, because the writing 
of religious texts in a different alphabet would pose many prob
lems. The ban turned Lithuanian society against the Russian 
authorities, something which they perhaps did not expect.

The policy of the “restoration of Russian elements” was most 
vigorously applied during the first ten years of its existence. With 
the lifting of the state of war in Lithuania in 1872, and staff 
changes in the Russian administration, the authorities began to 
loosen their grip and the punishments for those who defied the 
system became lighter. However, the assassination of Alexander II 
in 1881 was followed by a clampdown and the system was only 
reviewed at the beginning of the twentieth century. For 40 years 
Russia used the victory against the rebels to oppress Lithuania 
politically, implementing special laws and order in the North-West
ern Territory. But even under these conditions social-economic 
changes were taking place in the country, leading it towards mod
ernization and paving the way for fundamental political change.

As a result of the Uprising, the authorities reviewed the process 
of the abolition of serfdom in Lithuania. According to a law of the 
March 13 1863 the corvee system was abolished on private es
tates and the compulsory purchase of land was introduced, after 
which peasants became the owners. The process itself led to many 
arguments between the peasants and the landowners. In 1870
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91.5 percent of all purchases in Vilnius Gubernia were approved, 
whereas the number in Kaunas Gubernia was only 47.7 percent. 
In Suvalkija the peasant reform began in 1864, while peasants else
where gained the right to purchase the land they were allocated in 
1867. The reform was slow, age-old relations and arguments over 
servitude continued for some time. The Russian legislation saw the 
development of a peasant class, to which separate laws were ap
plied. It also introduced compulsory state duties and conscription 
until 1874. Nevertheless the peasants were now free to own land 
and their initiative and skills took on great significance. Innova
tions available to peasant farms spread most widely in Suvalkija, 
which had better land and farming conditions. Although the ap
pearance of larger peasant farms was hindered by the 1885 law 
preventing the acquisition of more than 65 ha of land, strong peas
ant farms emerged which used hired labour and produced goods 
for the market, allowing the peasants to educate their children and 
send them to priests’ seminaries and universities. This was crucial 
to the development of society.

The Uprising was the last joint political act by the gentry in 
Lithuania, after which their strata left the political arena. Those 
gentry/landowners who survived the repression and restrictions 
devoted themselves to farming or socio-cultural matters, and if 
they returned to politics then it was not as a class, but as citizens, 
together with the people of other classes. The gentry remained the 
biggest landowners; at the end of the nineteenth century they still 
owned about one third of all land. This was either rented (about 
40 percent) or worked by hired labourers. The estates overtook 
the peasants because they perfected farming methods (crop-rota
tion, equipment, switching from cereal farming to meat and dairy 
cattle breeding, the spread of processing industries). It was only in 
the cultivation of technical crops (flax, hemp) that peasant farms
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were ahead. Life on the estates differed greatly from that in the 
peasant villages now independent from them, the abolition of serf
dom and peasant reform did not bring the classes closer together, 
moreover, the disagreements on the estates which had once been 
suppressed were now brought out into the open. Conflicts contin
ued over the implementation of the reform and the use of shared 
objects. In many places these were made worse by ethno-cultural 
alienation; the estates promoted Polish culture, while the peasants 
sensed the value of their own Lithuanian culture, which was now 
beginning to prosper. The minor gentry lived between the estates 
and the villages, and were influenced by the culture of both 
spheres. In this new environment they moved towards a period of 
cultural-political and, as a result, national choices. For them, as 
for the peasants, education became almost the only way of rising 
in society.

The population of Lithuania’s towns grew slowly. In 1897, Vil
nius had 155,000 inhabitants, Kaunas 71,000 and other large 
towns only between 10,000-20,000. The populations were multi
lingual, with people of mixed confessions, different backgrounds 
and interests. The end of the nineteenth century saw the arrival of 
large-scale industrial plants, but companies with 100 workers or 
less were most common, only two factories in Kaunas had around 
500 workers. The number of workers grew very gradually. In in
dustry there were around 130,000 hired workers, most of them 
townspeople, as peasant migration to the towns was only just be
ginning. This determined the national make-up of the country’s 
workforce. In 1897 only 28 percent were Lithuanian (5 percent in 
the towns), while 42 percent were Jewish, 15 percent Polish (58 
percent and 25 percent in the towns respectively). Even fewer Li
thuanians were industrialists or merchants, these were mainly Jews, 
although there were also Poles, Russians and Germans.
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Lithuania was in part of the Russian Empire, where Jews had 
permission to settle, but they could only live in towns and cities. 
They made up a large section of Lithuanian society, about 330,000 
people at the end of the nineteenth century, 13.3 percent of the 
whole population. The percentage of Jews was particularly large 
in towns; 43-47 percent in Vilnius, 35 percent in Kaunas, and over 
50 percent in smaller towns, where the majority of them were not 
only wealthy merchants and industrialists, but also workers and 
small traders. Such differences did not greatly affect the organiza
tion of Jewish communities, Judaism strengthened them and pre
vented divisions. With the development of a specific group of Jews 
called Litvaks in the territory of the former Lithuanian state, Vil
nius became a major European centre of Jewish culture and soci
ety. Jews lived and worked among people of other nationalities, 
but kept their communities closed and separate. Likewise the vari
ous layers of Lithuanian society did not open their doors to Jews. 
At the end of the century, with the increase in Lithuanian traders, 
artisans and industrialists, people began to see Jews as competitors 
and applied this attitude both to individuals and the whole Jewish 
community. This together with the closed nature of Jewish com
munities gradually led to feelings of anti-Semitism.

Although perhaps the most obvious example of the diversity 
and division in society, the wall between Jews and other inhabit
ants of Lithuania was not unique. The former social boundaries 
were changing and sometimes conflicted with growing feelings of 
ethnic unity. Lithuanians were or had been peasants, Poles were 
landowners and Russians were officials or other figures in author
ity -  this was the result of the natural development of society and 
whether it was right or wrong, the concept of the structure of soci
ety was being deliberately shaped in this way. It affected life at that 
time and influenced the development of the modern Lithuanian

256



nation, the national self-determination of other inhabitants of Li
thuania and political positions and visions. The different sections of 
society made their own decisions, and this was most obvious in the 
layer which existed in all national communities. However, it did not 
unite, because every group expressed the interests of its own com
munity. The layer in question was the intelligentsia. Russian offi
cials, teachers and some Tsarist intellectuals, who were thought to 
be supporters of the Russian government (some of them actually 
were), did not settle into Lithuanian society, but remained outsiders. 
The traditionally strong Polish-speaking intelligentsia was multi-lay
ered. Part of it identified with the Poles and felt part of Polish soci
ety, another section felt closer to Lithuania and its history, and fol
lowed the new idea of Lithuania in Commonwealth/Poland, while 
others wanted an independent multi-lingual Lithuania.

Finally the Lithuanian intelligentsia began to grow stronger. It 
mainly consisted of people from a peasant background, although 
there was no shortage of gentry or townspeople. It was born in 
particularly difficult circumstances: publications in Lithuanian 
were forbidden, Lithuanian could not be used in public life or state 
schools, peasants and minor gentry had difficulty funding their 
children’s education and the same children very often died of con
sumption, the shortage of work in Lithuania for graduates of Rus
sian and Western European universities meant that they travelled 
all over the Empire and abroad, and ultimately many of them were 
faced with the problem of national self-determination, either due 
to their family background or new surroundings. In the first few 
decades which followed the Uprising, most of Lithuania’s intellec
tuals were priests, but very soon they were joined by people from a 
secular background. The Lithuanian bourgeoisie was weak and 
represented a small part of society, and so the intelligentsia took 
on the task of creating the modern Lithuanian nation.
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This will be covered in later chapters. For now let us end our 
examination of the changes in Lithuanian society at the end of the 
nineteenth century by having a look at the Russian census of 1897 
and commenting on some of its figures5. Around 2.7 million 
people lived in Lithuania, 87.3 percent in its villages and small 
towns and 12.7 percent in its cities. The number of inhabitants 
was growing, particularly in the villages, and when the towns 
could no longer take any more of this huge workforce, there began 
a period of mass emigration from Lithuania to imperial cities like 
St Petersburg and Riga, as well as the United States, where by 
1897-1898 there were about 55,000 Lithuanians. The estate sys
tem still existed under the Russian Empire, 73.4 percent of the 
population were peasants, 20 percent townspeople and 5.2 per
cent gentry. Nationalities are not listed, but there is information 
on native languages: 58.3 percent spoke Lithuanian, 13.3 percent 
Yiddish, 10.3 percent Polish and 14.6 percent Eastern Slavic lan
guages. In the towns the situation was as follows: 7.8 percent 
spoke Lithuanian, 42.1 percent Yiddish, 24 percent Polish and 
21.5 percent Eastern Slavic languages. The predominance of Yid
dish among townspeople does not indicate that it was the official 
language, that place was taken by Russian and Polish. On the sub
ject of the relationship between class and language, which was 
important during the development of the modern nation, it is clear 
that the native language of the majority of peasants (74.2 percent) 
was Lithuanian. It dominated in Kaunas Gubernia, and in district 
in the north of Suwalki Gubernia and the west of Vilnius Gu- 1

1 For an analysis of the census results see: Aleksandravicius E., Kulakauskas A., op. 
cit., p. 232-233; Vebra R., Lietuviif visuomene XIX a. antrojoje puseje: socialities 
strukturos bruozai. Vilnius, 1990, p. 134-139. The statistics are taken from Lithua
nian lands in Vilnius and Kaunas provinces, which researchers have identified as dis
tricts in the current Lithuanian state, and are approximate.
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bernia. The suburbs of Vilnius and areas to the east of the city 
were mixed, home to Lithuanian- and Belorussian-speaking (toge
ther with Russians 15.9 percent in all Lithuania) peasants, as well 
as Polish-speakers (5.7 percent). As for the Russian settlers in the 
Lithuanian countryside, they seem to have simply disappeared into 
the sea of local inhabitants. Most gentry (59.4 percent) cite Polish 
as their native language, while Lithuanian is given by 27.7 percent 
and 11.6 percent list Russian or Belorussian. Such a high percent
age of Lithuanian speakers is unexpected after several hundred 
years of Polonization in the nobility. The percentage of native 
speakers of Lithuanian varies according to class: 93.3 percent were 
peasants, 3.9 percent were townspeople, 2.5 percent gentry. Here 
the percentage of townspeople is extremely small. The percentage 
of Lithuanian-speaking gentry is much smaller than the usual fig
ure, not to mention the total percentage of gentry in Lithuania, but 
these figures are relatively similar to those of other nations at that 
time. Even now it is often stated that the new nation was of purely 
peasant origins and that the nobility did not participate in its cre
ation. However, theses figures show that the emergence of the new 
Lithuanian nation was far more complicated than this theory 
would suggest.

The meaning of the Lithuanian national movement. As has been 
shown, the majority of Lithuanian-speakers were peasants. Most 
had little experience of life beyond the limits of their parish, either 
before or after the abolition of serfdom, except for socio-political 
activity during the Uprising, and the Church was their greatest 
authority. The repression which followed the rebellion directly af
fected areas shared by the Church and peasantry -  in 1864 parish 
schools and temperance societies were forbidden, as well as the pub
lication of religious books using the traditional alphabet. Instead
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the authorities forced state Russian schools and the grazdanka on 
Lithuanians, meaning the expansion of Orthodoxy and Russifi
cation. Thus it is understandable why the Catholic Church, repre
sented by M. Valancius, immediately took up a position of resis
tance. Bishop M. Valancius’ duties to care for the strengthening of 
the Catholic Faith among believers went well with his Lithuanian 
outlook, which was clearly expressed before the Uprising and did 
not change under the new conditions. Open resistance to the re
pressive regime was impossible, the means of opposition had to be 
chosen carefully. M. Valancius publicly told the priests of his dio
cese to turn to the people, their spiritual needs and thus fulfil their 
duties effectively. To do this they needed to use the Lithuanian 
language, the vernacular of the majority of believers. The intake of 
the priests’ seminaries was shaped deliberately, most students were 
peasant children, who after being ordained could willingly com
municate with believers in Lithuanian, help with the distribution 
of secret publications and organize secret Lithuanian schools. 
However, public action alone was not enough and M. Valancius 
was the first to start work in the area of forbidden Lithuanian 
culture. He founded secret Lithuanian publications, the ultimate 
means of resisting Russification and fostering the idea of Lithua
nia, wrote and published fiction, journalistic and religious pieces, 
organized the printing of Lithuanian books on the other side of the 
Nemunas in Prussia as early as 1867, founded an organization to 
smuggle books into Lithuania and distribute them illegally (1867- 
1870), the members of which included priests, theological students 
and peasants, and finally helped with the creation of secret schools. 
In the years after the Uprising until his death in 1875, M. Valan- 
cius’ influence in the organization of resistance is felt everywhere. 
It can still be felt following his death in the work of his priests and 
others involved in pro-Lithuanian activities.
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The various activities initiated by M. Valancius formed the 
framework of the new Lithuanian national movement. They in
cluded the creation of writings in Lithuanian, the publishing and 
distribution of books, the founding of Lithuanian schools and the 
strengthening of the Lithuanian language’s position in the Church. 
The 1880s saw the addition of periodicals and amateur cultural 
activities (drama groups, choirs). At this time the Lithuanian lan
guage, which formed a sense of national identity and rallied the 
nation, acquired huge significance as a sign of community and as a 
means of dispersing ideas and aiding culture. The growth in the 
importance of language, which overshadowed all other human 
characteristics, demonstrates how in terms of the nation’s devel
opment the ethno-political subject of the Lithuanian nation, the 
noble, was substituted by the subject of the modern nation, the 
Lithuanian-speaking citizen, the peasant newly released from serf
dom, the most faithful user of the Lithuanian language. The peas
ant character of the movement and its ethnic rather than political 
sense of Lithuania, directed the movement not just against pro- 
Russian elements, but also against expressions of Polonization, 
both ethnic and political. The gentry, as well as those townspeople, 
intellectuals, laypersons and priests, who had lost all links with the 
countryside and the Lithuanian language, now had to decide who 
they were, Lithuanians or Poles.

We will return to this question later. For now let us focus on the 
specific features of Lithuania in a European context. These are 
hidden by the illegal and secret nature of the activities of the Li
thuanian nation. At the end of the nineteenth century under the 
Russian regime Lithuanians were persecuted and punished for en
gaging in activities, which people in the rest of Europe could do 
freely. In Lithuania cultural activities, which in other nations would 
have seemed quite natural, took on a political quality, they were

261



acts of both political and cultural resistance to the regime, and also 
represented political conflict with the supporters of Polonization. 
These circumstances forced people towards particular forms of 
activity, which were more or less unknown elsewhere.

Thus Lithuanians overcame the Empire-wide ban on Lithuanian 
publications which used the Latin alphabet, by organizing the 
printing of these abroad in Prussia. This was good business for the 
printers of Lithuania Minor (East Prussia), and for those of Lithua
nian descent it was even an act of patriotism. During the period of 
the ban from 1864-1904 around 4,100 publications were compiled 
and printed there (by comparison the authorities only printed 55 
Lithuanian publications using the grazdanka, not including periodi
cals). Moreover, from 1874-1904 Lithuanian emigrants in the USA 
printed around 780 publications, a number of which were destined 
for readers in Lithuania. The so-called knygnesiai, the book smug
glers, had similar motives to those who printed the books. The book 
smugglers secretly transported packages containing publications 
into Lithuania via the Russian border with Prussia. The books were 
then spread in secret by the smugglers themselves or other distribu
tors. The book smugglers’ work carried many risks and was often 
unprofitable, those caught could face fines, the confiscation of prop
erty, prison or even deportation. People were punished not only for 
transporting books, but also for storing and reading them. Despite 
this the network of book smugglers covered the whole of Lithuania. 
It was particularly dense in Kaunas Gubernia and the Lithuanian 
district of Suwalki Gubernia, less so in Vilnius Gubernia (especially 
the eastern district). Between 1864-1904,2,854 people were caught 
with Lithuanian publications, which gives us an idea of the scale of 
the movement. Some of these people must have been discovered 
more than once, as the number of instances of people being caught 
totals 3,090. Of them 86 percent were peasants, but 6 percent were
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also gentry and 6 percent were townspeople. Book smuggling got 
ordinary people actively involved in the national movement, and so 
the printing, distribution and reading of Lithuanian publications 
helped unite the nation and stir it into action.

There was a similar situation in other spheres of life, only per
haps on a smaller scale. After Lithuanian was banned in state 
schools, secret Lithuanian schools sprang up and by the end of the 
nineteenth century few self-respecting villages or small towns were 
without one. They were set up and run by the people themselves, 
and the pupils who attended learnt what they could not possibly 
learn at a Russian state school -  to read and write in Lithuanian. 
These schools represented both an inexpensive means of gaining 
an elementary education and conscious resistance to Russification. 
Of course, Lithuanian children also attended state school, espe
cially those aiming for secondary or higher education, and the se
cret schools often taught a little Polish. Meanwhile Lithuania’s 
Jews, Belorussians and Poles had their own secret schools, as in 
the area of education, they had no more rights than the Lithua
nians. At the end of the nineteenth century another area of intense 
secret cultural activity spread through Lithuania’s villages, towns 
and cities, particularly Vilnius and Kaunas. Educated young people 
formed amateur drama groups and choirs, and organized shows, 
often on peasant farmsteads in the countryside, hence the term 
klojimo teatras (barn theatre). The beginning of the twentieth cen
tury saw an increase in popularity of picnic outings, known as 
geguzines (Maying’), where activists would meet to discuss the 
movement and politics in general. The Russian authorities had the 
power to persecute and punish those who participated in any of 
the afore-mentioned activities.

These secret activities spread after initially being encouraged by 
priests who had worked with M. Valancius. Later his successors
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included Martynas Sederavicius, a priest known for his work or
ganizing Lithuanian publishing in Suvalkija. In the first ten to 
twenty years after the Uprising those who actively tried to further 
the movement were priests, they were the only sizeable layer of the 
Lithuanian intelligentsia, which was able to prepare texts for publi
cation (religious, educational literature, textbooks) and the parish 
was still the focal point of Lithuanian peasant life. The priests’ 
main aim was to spread the truths of their faith among the people, 
in order to resist the expansion of the Orthodox Church, and Li
thuanian activities were more a means to reach that crucial goal. 
That was the subjective side to their action. Nevertheless, what 
they did contributed to the greater task in hand, and should be 
considered a stage in the national movement.

Between the end of the 1870s and beginning of the 1880s the first 
generation of Lithuanian secular intellectuals with a peasant back
ground completed their studies and began to join the national Li
thuanian movement en masse. The appearance of the first Lithua
nian newspaper, Ausra (The Dawn), highlighted the changes in the 
Lithuanian national movement and the structure of its member
ship, in both an ideological and an organizational sense. Printed in 
East Prussia from 1883-1886, the newspaper was aimed at the 
new generation of intellectuals and was edited by the doctor Jonas 
Basanavicius, with the help of Jonas Sliupas and others. The news
paper propagated national awareness, spoke against Russification 
and Polonization and showed concern for Lithuanian trade. Now 
it was not only the defenders of the Lithuanian language and the 
Catholic Church who began to speak publicly and loudly in the 
national movement, but people declaring equally important, though 
as yet undefined political and economic aspirations in various ar
eas of the nation’s life. Ausra predicted the division of the national 
movement into two wings, one secular-liberal and the other Catho-
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lie and more conservative. The former was represented by the 
newspaper Varpas (The Bell), which ran from 1889-1905. It was 
edited by Vincas Kudirka until 1899, and then later by Jonas 
Kriauciunas, Jonas Vileisis, Povilas Visinskis and others. From 
1890-1905 the same publisher produced the magazine Ukininkas 
(The Farmer), aimed specifically at a peasant readership. Varpas 
was concerned with the Lithuanian language, its promotion and 
the education of the people, and it propagated ideas on Lithuanian 
trade and industry. It urged the nation to resist the Russian au
thorities and Russification, not to mention Polonization, put for
ward ideas on the unity of the nation, and discussed more and more 
the question of Lithuania’s political future and its sovereignty. The 
Catholic intelligentsia meanwhile published the magazines Sviesa 
(The Light, 1887-1888) and Zemaiciij ir Lietuvos apzvalga (Ze- 
maitija and Lithuanian Review, 1890-1896), which opposed Rus
sification, but did not incite anti-Tsarist political aspirations. The 
magazine Tevynes sargas (Guardian of the Homeland), published 
by the new younger generation of priests and edited by Juozas 
Tumas-Vaizgantas, was more militant. It aimed to draw the peas
ants into a conscious fight against Russification and involve them 
in the national movement. From 1896-1899 the Lithuanian Social 
Democrats published the newspaper Lietuvos darbininkas (The 
Lithuanian Worker), as well as publications in Polish.

Until the appearance of periodical publications the national 
movement was spontaneous. It was not organized on a national 
scale. Now the periodicals themselves became like organizational 
centres, rallying like-minded people, united not only by Lithuanian 
issues, but also in their views of the development of society and the 
relationship with the Russian Empire. There was a nationwide 
network of correspondents and their up-to-date material on real- 
life situations brought the intellectual publishers closer to the
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newspapers’ readers, many of whom were just ordinary people. As 
larger sections were drawn to the national movement, participants 
began to establish secret organizations on a local level. Peasant 
run book-smuggling organizations were known throughout Li
thuania, perhaps the largest being Atgaja, which operated in 
northern Lithuania from 1885-1895. At the same time in central 
Lithuania there was the Garsviai society, which covered probably 
the most territory and was closely associated with the most fa
mous book smuggler, a peasant from Birzai called Jurgis Bielinis, 
who became almost a symbol of the peasants’ national movement. 
From the 1880s secret societies began to spread alongside the 
book-smuggling organizations. Their members, peasants, students 
and intellectuals, came together not just to distribute publications, 
but to educate themselves, and take part in cultural activities and 
other forms of civil resistance. Examples include Sietynas (Pleia
des), which operated in Suvalkija from 1901-1905, and the Artojif. 
sqjunga (Union of Ploughmen). One rather more specific society 
was the “Vilnius Lithuanian Company of the Twelve Apostles”, 
which directed its activities against Polonization. It wanted the re
turn of the Lithuanian language to Vilnius’ churches and in 1902 
succeeded in having the Church of St Nicholas handed back to the 
Lithuanians.

The composition of staff working on periodicals and of the 
membership of secret cultural societies, shows that a class of active 
secular intellectuals had already evolved by this stage. This dem
onstrated the maturity of the national movement, which had cre
ated structures for the expression of the modern nation in secret. 
Together with the declaration and realization of national goals, 
discussions on the country’s political future became increasingly 
prevalent. This also demonstrated the organizational changes in 
the national movement and the arrival of political parties.
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Members of secret groups of social democrats were active in 
Vilnius and other parts of Lithuania at the end of the 1880s. Their 
appearance was due to the influence of Western European social 
democracy, not to mention the social-political reality which sur
rounded them. 1896 saw the founding of the illegal Lithuanian So
cial Democratic Party (LSDP6, from 1902-1905 the Social Demo
cratic Party of Lithuanians). The very name shows that the social 
democrats were basing the party on national principles. Soon the 
Russian Social Democratic Workers Party (RSDPR) and the Social 
Democratic Party of the Kingdom of Poland and Lithuania (SDPKPiL) 
appeared, along with the Jewish Bund and the Polish Socialist Party 
(PPS), which supported Polish national aspirations. The LSDP was 
active in both Lithuanian- and Polish-speaking urban communi
ties, as well as the Lithuanian countryside. It united social-political 
and national slogans with the idea of the restoration of Lithuanian 
sovereignty, sometimes collaborating with other social democratic 
organizations, but more often than not competing with them.

Varpas had propagated ideas of national unity and at first it did 
succeed in uniting different Lithuanian ideological and political 
currents, but this did not last. After 1894 Catholic activists stopped 
contributing to the newspaper and in 1896 the Social Democrats 
also withdrew their supporters. After much discussion, those con
tributors who remained, the supporters of ideas expressed in Var
pas, began to see the need to become organized and in 1902, dur
ing a picnic outing in Siauliai they decided to found the Lithuanian 
Democratic Party (LDP). The radical and moderate currents in the 
work of the varpininkai democrats soon became apparent and the 
party manifesto was rewritten several times. At a congress in 1903

6 The abbreviations of the names of the political parties and groups are presented in 
the original form.
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the LDP declared that if necessary it would fight for a free indepen
dent Lithuania within its ethnographic boundaries, led not accord
ing to the social-economic interests of one particular strata, but 
rather the political and cultural aspirations of the whole of Lithua
nian society. In Lithuania a Catholic political current also emerged, 
but it was mainly concerned with publishing and only turned into 
a party in at the time of the 1905 Revolution.

The founding of Lithuanian political parties seemingly ended 
another stage in the national movement, changing this movement 
into full-blooded national politics and culture. Illegal activities hin
dered the progress of these, they hindered the life of the nation. At 
the same time it was almost ready to live under different condi
tions, which it still needed to fight for.

The Lithuanian national movement and Lithuania’s multicultural 
society. As can be seen from their names, the new parties stressed 
the interests of the Lithuanians. The new Lithuanian people felt that 
they were the masters of Lithuania, only not yet in a political sense, 
as the country was under the yoke of Russia. This complicated rela
tions with the other ethnic groups living in Lithuania, especially 
inhabitants who were in some way or other connected with Po
land -  in most cases these relations raised social issues, because 
they touched upon the question of the Lithuanian nobility. No Pol
ish parties were set up in Lithuania during this period, but political 
publications from Poland did reach Lithuania and found sympa
thizers there -  apart from the left-wing parties already mentioned, 
the National Democratic Party of Poland (or endeki), which aimed 
to unite Lithuania with Poland. A Belorussian national movement 
also appeared, while the Bund expressed the views of Jewish political 
currents in the country. Others were active in the heart of the Jewish 
community, isolated from the rest of the country’s ethnic groups.
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Political parties and organizations were still only beginning and 
had to be run in secret, so they did not determine ethnic relations in 
Lithuania. The ideas they spread were influential, but so too was the 
legacy of the past and social-economic relations. The Lithuanian 
national movement and the creation of the modern nation compli
cated the ethno-political status of the old nobility, which was dis
appearing, all the more so because intensive modernization was 
also taking place in the Polish nation. Polish influence had been 
particularly strong in Lithuania, many gentry, especially landown
ers, were Polish-speaking and all were bilingual. At the end of the 
nineteenth century Polish was also the means of communication 
for most of the various layers of urban society. Although Polish 
was removed from public life after the Uprising, it remained a sort 
of prestige language, spoken by educated people and was the main 
language of the Catholic Church. In the secret schools the children 
of peasants and townspeople were taught both Lithuanian and 
Polish. For many years Lithuanian and Polish had existed in com
pletely separate areas of life. Lithuanian had not penetrated the 
Polish language’s sphere of usage, it did not compete with Polish. 
However, the achievements of the national movement changed this. 
The Lithuanian language came to be spoken by educated Lithua
nians. Many works of fiction, as well as political, scientific, and 
religious literature and periodicals were written in Lithuanian and 
the language entered areas of culture like theatre. The Polish 
language’s sphere of usage narrowed and these two languages be
came rivals. This strained relations, particularly in places where 
the majority were prevented from using their native language.

One such place was the Catholic Church. It was probably the 
only public institution, where the Russian authorities did not ban 
Polish. It continued to be almost an official language of the 
Church, was taught in the priests’ seminaries, and in pastoral work
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in Lithuanian-speaking parishes, Polish was often used instead of 
Lithuanian. Even in the Zemaitija/Kaunas and Seinai dioceses 
priests were influenced by Polish culture. In the Vilnius diocese, es
pecially within the Church hierarchy, this was the case with nearly 
all priests. Around Vilnius and to the east, on the eastern fringes of 
the Lithuanian ethnic lands, a peculiar situation had come about. 
After the plague at the beginning of the eighteenth century, Belo
russian-speaking villages began to appear. During the nineteenth 
century some of them were Polonized, and the influence of this Po- 
lonization was also felt by Lithuanian peasants and town-dwellers. 
Polonization took place on the estates, but it was the Church which 
was the most powerful agent in the Polonization process. The heads 
of the dioceses often sent Lithuanian priests to parishes, where 
there were no Lithuanians, and appointed Polish-speaking priests 
to Lithuanian parishes. The idea was spread that the Catholic faith 
was a “Polish faith”, and thus that Catholics were Poles. Quite 
often historians maintain that the Polonization of Lithuania’s in
habitants was not forced, but they seem to forget the psychologi
cal pressure exerted by the estates, the educated urban classes and 
above all by the Church, which was even more effective than coer
cion, because it caused less resistance. Despite the efforts of those 
in favour of Polonization, at the end of the nineteenth century the 
majority of peasants in the Vilnius diocese (and not only in its 
western part) spoke Lithuanian. Influenced by the national move
ment, and supported by a few Lithuanian priests, they began to de
fend their right to use the Lithuanian language in the Church, with
out demanding the removal of Polish. There was a similar situation 
in the Seinai diocese, particularly in the south. The introduction of 
sermons in Lithuanian in Veisiejai Church in Suvalkija at the be
ginning of 1870 and in Zasliai in the Vilnius diocese in 1882, rep
resented the first small victories. As such instances increased, the
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heads of the Church became very concerned, as did Polonized 
landowners. Within the same Church the number of Lithuanian 
priests increased and their Lithuanian activities became more wide
spread, leading to a rise in tension both in society and the Church. 
Language also grew more important in the eyes of the nation.

With the birth of two distinctive Lithuanian and Polish nations, 
Polish-speaking inhabitants of Lithuania and ethnic Lithuanian 
figures, who had been influenced by Polish culture, faced an im
portant choice. Examples of the latter group include V. Kudirka, 
one of the most famous leaders of the Lithuanian national move
ment, who came from a peasant background and almost became 
Polish. Only when he was a student did he finally choose to be a 
Lithuanian. Similarly there is the case of the 3 Birziska brothers, 
minor gentry from Zemaitija. In the 1897 census two of them 
stated they were zemaiciai (natives of Zemaitija), while the other 
declared himself to be Polish. Yet all three later became prominent 
figures in culture and politics in the Lithuanian state. On the other 
hand there is Antanas Baranauskas, who came from a peasant 
family in Anyksciai. In his youth he wrote fictional works in Li
thuanian, before following a career in the Church, ultimately be
coming the Bishop of Seinai. He could not understand the Lithua
nian national movement and later saw it as a hostile force, because 
it split the united Catholic front. Nevertheless, most members of 
the intelligentsia or the bourgeoisie from a peasant background, 
did not renounce their roots and remained with the nation.

The situation was more complicated for Polish-speaking Lithua
nian gentry, and for people from the educated classes who cherished 
the values of the old Lithuanian state and gentry. They saw them
selves as different from the Poles, citizens of that Lithuania which 
they believed had been replaced by the new Lithuanian-speaking 
Lithuania. Some of them turned resolutely to the ethnic Lithuanian
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idea and joined the national movement and the Lithuanian nation, 
some wished to see themselves as Polish-speaking Lithuanians, 
while others, who considered themselves to be Poles, saw Lithua
nia as their homeland, rather than Poland. These groups took part 
in Lithuanian life and supported or at least did not resist the cul
tural or political goals of the Lithuanian national movement. It 
was rather different with those inhabitants of Lithuania, who 
joined the Polish nation either consciously or having been drawn 
by Polish propaganda. They were mainly landowners or people 
from the middle or lower urban classes, who gave in easily to na
tionalist and Church propaganda. They saw their future in Po
land, with Lithuania as a part of Poland. Such a position endan
gered the goals of the Lithuanian national movement and caused 
the greatest amount of tension between Lithuania and Poland.

This tension soon came to a head, almost immediately after the 
appearance of Ausra (The Dawn) in 1883. The Polish press greeted 
the Lithuanian newspaper with distrust, even malevolence, called 
Lithuanians “Poles who speak differently” and refused to recog
nize their right to be an independent nation. Lithuanian publish
ers in turn began to declare that Lithuanian and Polish national- 
political goals were separate and incompatible. The Polish national 
social-cultural movement, the forerunner of the so-called endeki 
organization put forward the idea of the restoration of Poland 
with its borders of 1772, including all of the lands of the Com
monwealth of the Two Nations. Other Polish political forces ap
proved of this idea. The national liberation movement of this 
country, which had lost its sovereignty and had been split be
tween three predatory states, spread. However, it ignored the ex
istence and interests of other peoples, despite having walked the 
long road from victory at Grunwald in 1410 up to the 1863 Upris
ing by their side. The main currents in Polish politics opposed the
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Lithuanian, Ukrainian and Belorussian national movements, and 
this harmed all.

Three socio-political forces emerged in Lithuania, each one op
posed to the others -  the Russian authorities, the modern Lithua
nian nation, fighting Russification and Polonization, and in the 
area of Polish political forces, a Lithuanian Polish socio-political 
movement (which was not embraced by all of Lithuania’s Polish
speaking inhabitants), which opposed the Russian authorities and 
the appearance in the political arena of the Lithuanian nation and 
its aspirations. In this confrontation there were no more allies. Of 
course, neither national movement was monolithic, there were 
members looking for common ground and compromises. But they 
did not decide the course of events. The true monolith was the 
Russian government and it had the chance to use the disagree
ments between the Lithuanians and the Poles to its own advan
tage. Admittedly, the first Lithuanian newspapers Ausra and Sviesa 
were moderate with respect to the Russian authorities and recog
nized the legitimacy of the Tsarist government. In the 1880s some 
activists in the national movement offered the Russian government 
an alliance against Polish influence in Lithuania in exchange for 
certain concessions, like lifting the press ban. But they were a mi
nority and by the 1890s the press was much more radical as re
gards the authorities. On the other hand, the endeki, the most stub
born defenders of Polish influence in Lithuania, consistently put 
forward the principle of collaboration with the Russian govern
ment. However, this principle was not met with much approval in 
Lithuanian society. Neither the dominant Lithuanian national 
movement, nor the Polish movement, which was becoming in
creasingly out of tune with the interests of Lithuanian society, 
agreed with Russian rule in Lithuania. Instead they led the fight 
against it.
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The abolition of the Lithuanian press ban in 1904. The Lithuanian 
national movement constantly clashed with the might of Russia 
and suffered repression, while trying to legalize its existence. It 
also tried to solve the problem of the Lithuanian press ban legally, 
i.e. it wrote and delivered official requests to the Russian Tsar and 
government institutions to repeal the ban. This was done both by 
individuals and groups of peasants, and from 1895-1904 about 
90 petitions were organized, listing the names of almost 4,000 peas
ants. There was a discussion in the Lithuanian press at the time, as 
to whether such an action was worthwhile. Legal requests had to 
be written with a spirit of loyalty to the Tsar, and moreover, writ
ing requests was almost like accepting Russian rule. On the other 
hand, the petitions united the peasants behind a common goal, 
while the negative answers they received dispelled any illusions 
about the authorities’ view of Lithuanian interests. Whatever hap
pened, in the context of political resistance to Tsarism, legal forms 
of action were rather ambiguous and did not become the norm.

The most important form of action continued to be the illegal 
distribution of publications. By the beginning of the twentieth cen
tury it was so widespread that the Russian government, both in the 
Lithuanian Gubernia and at the centre of power in St Petersburg, 
began to realize that the battle with it, and in this context with the 
Lithuanian national movement, was lost. After much hesitation 
over the proposal given to him by the Russian Committee of Min
isters, Tsar Nicholas II abolished the ban on Lithuanian publica
tions using the Latin alphabet on April 24 (12) 1904. Uncompleted 
cases against individuals accused of transporting and storing Li
thuanian publications were also dropped. The Lithuanian people, 
who for almost 40 years had fought selflessly for their natural 
rights, had won a great victory. Now conditions were far more 
favourable for the social development of the nation and the evolu-
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tion of national culture, and allowed the formation of structures 
for the modern nation’s social-cultural expression to be completed.

The reaction of Lithuanian society to the abolition of the press 
ban demonstrates how varied it was politically. An official mes
sage of thanks was organized for the Tsar, mainly by Catholic ac
tivists and moderates. The LDP and LSDP condemned such state
ments, and believed that the abolition of the press ban was not 
down to the Tsar’s goodwill, but was a result of the battle fought 
by the Lithuanian nation. The illegal Catholic Tevynes sargas 
(Guardian of the Homeland) was closed by its own publishers, 
while Varpas, and publications by the LSDP remained illegal. In 
the Russian Empire the entire press was censored, thus there were 
a number of obstacles to be overcome before the Lithuanian press 
could be revived in Lithuania itself. Nevertheless, the first legal 
Lithuanian periodical, Lietuvip laikrastis (The Lithuanian News
paper), appeared in St Petersburg as early as November 24 (12) 
1904, and was followed by the daily newspaper Vilniaus zinios 
(Vilnius News) on December 10 (November 28) 1904. It was pub
lished in Vilnius thanks to the effort and financial backing of the 
Lithuanian industrialist and patron Petras Vileisis.

A new stage in the history of the Lithuanian nation began, coin
ciding with the revolution brewing in Russia. As they formed and 
strengthened the structures of the modern nation, the Lithuanian 
people met new challenges. This was a nation of people drawn 
mainly from a peasant background, which already had its own 
strong intelligentsia. It incorporated gentry who retained a sense 
of Lithuanian identity (although small, this group was crucial for 
the development of the nation), together with some traders and 
many hired workers, classes which were still evolving at that time. 
During the struggle with Russia forms of cultural expression were 
established and, even under the conditions of occupation, some

275



attained a high level of development (the press, literature, folk cul
ture), while others remained amateur or embryonic (professional 
theatre, art, science). The new conditions allowing legal activities 
would test the nation’s ability to rapidly develop its own culture 
and other fields. At the same time it would test the nation’s 
strength as a political organism. It should be noted that although 
the social structure of the nation had changed fundamentally, it 
was infused with the conception of the old Lithuanian state as the 
cradle of the nation. This state became the pillar of the nation’s 
existence, and its restoration became the main goal.

4.3. Beginning o f the twentieth century: the modern 
Lithuanian nation strives to become a state

The Lithuanian national revolution in 1905. At the beginning of 
1905 echoes of the revolution in Russia reached Lithuania. The 
whole of the Russian Empire, including Lithuania, faced the con
sequences of the ill-fated war with Japan and an economic crisis. 
But most importantly, in Russia the movement for the democrati
zation of the country and removal of the Tsarist autocracy was 
growing. At the Congress of Russian Zemstva (elective district 
councils) from November 19-22 (6-9) 1904 demands were made 
for democratic freedoms and the recalling of the State Duma. The 
outbreak of revolution was hastened by the shooting of demonstra
tors at a workers’ procession in St Petersburg on January 22 (9) 
1905. This resulted in mass political strikes throughout the Em
pire, including one in Vilnius from January 24 (11) -  February 2 
(January 26) 1905 and Kaunas from January 24-31 (11-18), not 
to mention Siauliai and Panevezys. On January 25 (12) 1905 the 
LSDP made a declaration, announcing a common crusade against
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Tsarism, which the Lithuanians would fight alongside other na
tions, demanding an end to the war, and the granting of demo
cratic freedoms. They declared that in future Lithuania would be a 
separate state within a Russian union of free nations, and that its 
system would be determined by a seimas (parliament) in Vilnius, 
made up of representatives of the Lithuanian people.

Workers’ demonstrations and political strikes were just one side 
of the revolution in Russia. Equally effective were various liberal 
social actions, aimed at forcing the Tsarist government to begin 
the democratization of Russia. In the occupied and awakened na
tions on the fringes of the Empire, national movements made both 
general social-political demands and national demands. In this re
spect the situation in Lithuania was more complicated. There it 
was not just a question of the collaboration or opposition of Li
thuanian political groups, but also of those of the country’s other 
inhabitants, above all Poles, though also Belorussians and Jews. 
The Polish political spectrum was particularly broad. It encom
passed the internationalist SDPKPiL, the nationalist PPS and the 
national democratic organization (endeki), and would soon also 
include the krajowcy (from the Polish word kraj meaning land). 
The actions of the Lithuanian landowners could be found some
where between active participation in the events of the revolution 
and requests for the sending and retention of Russian punishment 
squads.

Lithuanian political parties and movements had to come to a 
decision on the relationship they should have with the political 
forces of other nationalities. The question of the future system of 
Lithuania could not be solved without first working out relations 
between the different ethnic groups. For example, in 1904, on the 
eve of the revolution, the so-called Vilnius Circle of Autonomists 
was formed, made up of democratic intellectuals. These included
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Poles (the future krajowcy), Lithuanians (LDP), Belorussians and 
Jews. Longing to continue the historic traditions of the Grand 
Duchy, they declared the independence of a joint Lithuanian and 
Belorussian state from Russia and Poland. At that time this 
amounted to a demand for Lithuanian and Belorussian autonomy. 
They hoped to attract the Lithuanian gentry, which had not joined 
the Lithuanian or Belorussian national movements, and aimed to 
create one state, whose citizens, Lithuanians, Poles, Belorussians 
and Jews would have equal rights and would become the subject 
of that state, each retaining their own cultural autonomy. The idea 
of the restoration of historic sovereignty was joined with the con
cept of the creation of a civil state. These ideas were supposed to 
be brought into the political arena at the Congress of Representa
tives of Lithuanian Nationalities in Vilnius in spring 1905. How
ever, they led to disagreement, as the Lithuanian democratic intel
ligentsia already favoured the principle of Lithuanian autonomy 
within ethnographic boundaries, and declared that all inhabitants 
of the future state would be equal citizens. The future Lithuania 
was seen not just as a state for ethnic-Lithuanians, but as a Lithua
nian political nation state, which incorporated all of Lithuania’s 
inhabitants or citizens. While they recognized and respected its tra
ditions, the Lithuanian democrats replaced the concept of histori
cal statehood with the idea of national statehood. They under
stood that, due to restrictions, cultural and political life was still in 
the process of evolving, but believed that Lithuanians were now 
mature enough to run their own civil society. They feared that in a 
revived modernized version of the Grand Duchy Lithuanians 
might remain a minority and, with the effect of Polish culture, even 
lose their Lithuanian identity. Moreover, the capabilities of the 
weak Belorussian national movement were in doubt and the reac
tion of Lithuania’s Polish community (which was not unilateral)
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to the autonomists’ plans was unclear. Although they tolerated the 
Lithuanian national movement, many of Lithuania’s landowners, 
together with activists from the PPS and endeki, considered it po
litically immature and tried to persuade them to work towards 
union with Poland.

If we examine the spectrum of views as regards Lithuania’s fu
ture political state, it must be said that those left-wing parties 
which operated in Lithuania, but were not actually based there -  
the RSDPR and the Bund, active among the Russian, Polish and 
Jewish proletariat -  did not raise the question ot Lithuania’s sover
eignty at that time, while the SDPKPiL intended to solve it within 
the context of the restoration of the Polish state. The activities of 
these party organizations and other Polish parties in Lithuania 
were not spontaneous, but were directed from the parties’ head
quarters and were influenced by the course of the revolution in 
Russia or events in Poland, and took place outside the main arena 
of the revolution in Lithuania.

That main arena was the arena of the modern Lithuanian na
tion, produced by the Lithuanian national movement, the arena of 
activities of this citizen nation. In common with the whole of Rus
sia, the revolutionary aims were to democratize Russia. The events 
and methods of the revolution in Russia were echoed in Lithuania 
and influenced events there. It could not happen any other way, as 
long as the two coexisted in one state. However, the things which 
Lithuanians regarded as most important, their national and state 
aspirations, were formed independently of the Russian revolution, 
it only created the necessary conditions for the Lithuanians to at
tempt to achieve these aims.

With increasing vigour Lithuanian democratic groups pro
pagated the idea of a civil state, which enjoyed autonomy within 
the Russian Federation. The call for autonomy made during the
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1905 Revolution when the Tsarist government was still in power, 
masked more radical aspirations for an independent state. Some 
political factions stressed the ethnic priority of Lithuanians within 
the idea of a civil state. This was the route followed by right-wing 
forces, while the LDP and LSDP changed their names, calling 
themselves parties “of Lithuania” rather than “of Lithuanians”. But 
this did not follow the main line of the Russian revolution either. 
Therefore, although the 1905 revolution in Lithuania was part of 
the Russian revolution, it can be said that within its most impor
tant parameters it was a spontaneous Lithuanian national revo
lution.

The Lithuania revolution, which began with political strikes, 
soon spread to the countryside, where LSDP and LDP activists 
organized district meetings and explained their political and social 
aims. Peasants and townspeople participated in the writing of peti
tions to the authorities, as did moderate Lithuanian political 
forces. The authorities did not listen to the demands of the peti
tions, but by discussing these demands and collecting signatures 
the peasants and townspeople became involved in socio-political 
life and consolidated their position. On the other hand, this also 
distracted them from more militant forms of action, like demon
strations and meetings, which did more to intimidate the local au
thorities. An analysis of the demands of the petitions and meetings 
highlights the aspirations of the Lithuanian nation at that time. 
These were formulated by intellectuals with the approval of the 
peasants and townspeople. They reflected the common goals of 
the democratic revolution. People demanded freedom of speech, 
the press, religion, assembly and union, district councils with the 
right to elect their own officials, an end to police abuses and the 
organization of a people’s militia. Also presented were the postu
lates of the Lithuanian national movement, including demands
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that Lithuanians be given the same rights as other peoples (i.e. 
Russians), and that the Lithuanian language be introduced in 
courts, local government institutions and schools. Demands were 
also made for a democratically elected seimas in Vilnius to deal 
with Lithuanian affairs, and increasingly the question of Lithua
nia’s autonomy within Russia, which at that time was moving to
wards becoming a Federation. There was a lack of social-economic 
demands, in order to avoid stirring up trouble between the differ
ent classes of society, and there was no description of the parties’ 
agricultural policies. These affairs were left to the future Constitu
ent Sejmas. It must be said that although there was no shortage of 
disagreements between peasants and landowners in rural Lithua
nia, the number of these did not increase during the months of the 
revolution. Estates in Lithuania were not set on fire, unlike those 
in Russian Gubernia or in Latvia. However, in the towns the po
litical strikes in January were followed by a wave of economic 
strikes between February and May.

This was a time when Lithuanian political parties and groups 
were coordinating their activities, writing and redrafting their 
manifestos. We have already mentioned the change in position of 
the LDP and LSDP from national to civil. In summer the number 
of meetings and demonstrations in the Gubernia increased once 
again, and LSDP appeals propagated Lithuanian autonomy (and 
often independence) and a Constituent Sejmas. The LDP strength
ened its organization and united the Lithuanian Teachers’ Union 
(LMS) and the Lithuanian Peasant Alliance (LVS). Moderate liber
als began to mobilize, rallying round the Vilnius zinios newspaper. 
In summer J. Basanavicius returned to Lithuania and the group 
gained an ideology. The Vilnius Lithuanian Company of the 
Twelve Apostles joined the group, which grew into the National 
Lithuanian Democratic Party (TDLP), founded on December 10
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(November 27) 1905. Its slogans strongly emphasized nationality 
and national union. In 1905 some tried to establish a Christian 
democratic party, but there were major obstacles: relations with 
the Church authorities and with the Constitutional Catholic Party 
of Lithuania and Belorussia, founded by Vilnius Bishop E. Ropp. 
It was dominated by pro-union Polish landowners and aimed to 
draw in the Lithuanian Christian Democrat structures while they 
were still in their infancy and neutralize them. Moreover, the 
Lithuanian Christian democratic organization was weak itself. 
They did not give in to E. Ropp’s party, laying the foundations of 
the future Lithuanian Christian Democratic Union and writing a 
programme, but the party was never properly established.

At that time democratic groups in Russia demanded concessions 
from the Tsar and on August 19 (6) 1905 it was announced that 
the State Duma would be summoned and would have the power to 
advise on the passing of laws. This was not enough to satisfy Rus
sian society and the revolutionary mood grew. A general political 
strike began in Russia on October 23 (10) 1905, involving work
ers, office workers, professionals and students. A general strike 
began in Vilnius on October 26 (13) 1905, and left-wing parties 
openly organized meetings and demonstrations. The army opened 
fire at one of these on October 29 (16) 1905, killing 5 demonstra
tors and injuring about 20. Next day around 40,000 people took 
part in the funeral procession, which became a political demon
stration itself. There were further strikes and clashes with the army 
in Kaunas and strikes in Siauliai, Panevezys and elsewhere.

The general strike in the Empire forced the Tsarist authorities to 
back down and a manifesto was issued on October 30 (17) 1905, 
declaring personal inviolability, freedom of conscience, speech, as
sembly, the right to form unions and the recall of the legislative 
body of the State Duma. The manifesto was the revolution’s great-
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est victory, turning Russia into a constitutional monarchy and lay
ing the foundations for its democratization. But it offered no an
swers to questions on the situation of conquered nations’ within 
the Russian Empire, the government’s relations with these or the 
matter of sovereignty. Thus the 30 October manifesto only made 
the Lithuanians heighten their activities. In the Gubernia revolu
tionary agitation increased, with the removal of Russian district 
administrations and school teachers, and their replacement with 
Lithuanian institutions.

The whole of Lithuania began to mobilize, and those close to 
Vilniaus zinios decided that a Lithuanian congress urgently needed 
to be organized in Vilnius7. A Congress Organizing Committee 
was formed on November 1 (October 19) 1905. It was dominated 
by national democrats (8 out of the total of 15 participants), while 
the LDP and LSDP each had 2 representatives. There were discus
sions about a possible “Proclamation to the Lithuanian Nation”.
J. Basanavicius offered an academic-cultural version, while P. Vi- 
sinskis’ suggestion put clearer emphasis on political and social ele
ments. These differences expressed the political parties’ aims and 
tactics. The national democrats and the LDP only disagreed over 
tactics, they shared the most important goal, the struggle for Li
thuanian autonomy. The “Proclamation” announced in Vilniaus 
zinios on November 11 (October 29) 1905 had a moderate tone 
(knowing the possible reaction) and was a compromise, reached in 
the name of national interests. On November 18 (5) 1905, J. Basa
navicius sent a memorandum to Witte, the Chairman of the Rus
sian Council of Ministers. This was the first official document 
prepared by Lithuanian political activists, which was based on the

The information about the Lithuanian Congress/the Great Sejmas taken from Mo- 
tieka E., Didysis Vilniaus seimas [The Great Sejmas o f Vilnius], Vilnius, 1996.

283



historical rights of the Lithuanian nation and concrete cultural and 
political demands linked to those rights. It analysed the historical 
traditions of Lithuanian sovereignty and substantiated the reborn 
Lithuanian nation’s aim to continue these traditions. Here an at
tempt was being made to ascertain the Russian government’s view 
of the Lithuanian nation’s political aspirations. The Russian gov
ernment meanwhile used the memorandum for its own ends, pub
lishing it, but missing out points which mentioned the desire for 
Lithuanian autonomy, and drawing attention to parts calling for 
Lithuania’s ethno-political disassociation from Poland. Another 
reason for the appearance of the memorandum at this stage might 
have been the plans being discussed for Polish autonomy within 
Russia, which brought up the whole question of Lithuania’s exist
ence as a state, as well as the matter of the Lithuanian district in 
Suwalki Gubernia. It is not surprising that this document has been 
greatly criticized by Polish political forces and historians.

Following the “Proclamation” Lithuanian society began to pre
pare itself for the Congress. At district and parish meetings resolu
tions addressed to the Congress were passed and delegates were 
elected. The influence of Lithuanian parties, political groups and 
the whole of the intelligentsia on rural Lithuania was great and the 
different layers of Lithuanian society saw that they belonged to the 
same ethno-political and ethno-cultural community. As the Con
gress approached there was less disagreement between political 
factions and the growing national-political movement managed to 
get LSDP and Catholic activists to assist in Congress preparations. 
The Congress lasted from December 4-5 (November 21-22) 1905 
and was attended by around 2,000, of whom over 1,000 were del
egates from valsciai and parishes. About 60 percent were peasants, 
35 percent intellectuals and there were also landowners, workers 
and artisans. There were Lithuanian representatives, who lived in
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other cities of the Russian Empire, as well as Lithuanian emigrants. 
The Congress was attended by all of the Lithuanian parties and 
political groups, and representatives of the krajowcy, the Bund, 
the PPS and Belorussian organizations were invited as guests.

During its four sittings the Congress listened to speeches on the 
position in the Gubernia, and discussed the political situation be
tween Lithuania and Russia, the question of Lithuanian autonomy, 
the tactics to be used in the struggle for it, and agricultural and 
educational affairs. Delegates spoke in support of fundamental 
democratic reforms in the Empire and Lithuania, and Lithuania’s 
autonomy within ethnographic boundaries (minimum programme). 
Only their tactics differed. The LDP and LSDP called for a revolu
tionary struggle, with the LSDP even sanctioning the use of arms. 
Catholic groups and the national democrats meanwhile would 
only fight by legal means. Decisions on agricultural affairs were 
postponed, but delegates did back the “Lithuanizing” of primary 
schools. In resolutions passed unanimously by the Congress, Rus
sia was declared an enemy, against which Lithuania should unite 
with other Imperial nations; demands were made for Lithuanian 
autonomy within ethnographic boundaries and for a democrati
cally elected seimas in Vilnius; those living on the ethnographic 
fringes would be allowed to decide for themselves whether they 
wanted to belong to Lithuania or not; the Lithuanian district of 
Suwalki Gubernia were declared part of Lithuania; plans were 
made for federal links with neighbouring countries. Delegates 
made a concrete plan of what needed to be done to achieve au
tonomy. They decided they would have to unite the Lithuanian 
parties and join forces with other Imperial nations, refuse to pay 
taxes to the Russian government, refuse to send children to Rus
sian primary schools and refuse to recognize courts or any other 
Russian government institutions. It was declared that all valsciai
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institutions should use the people’s native language and that 
schools should be converted into national schools, where the na
tive language would be taught and where people themselves would 
choose the teachers.

The Congress did not create a Lithuanian revolutionary govern
ment, and the execution of its resolutions became the business of 
the parties. The LSDP, LVS, LMS and to a lesser degree the LDP, 
spread the resolutions and organized their execution, with the oc
casional help of the right-wing groups. Work in the Gubernia con
tinued as it had done before, only now activities were organized 
on a massive scale. Congress resolutions were explained at valsciai 
meetings, former districts administrations appointed by the Rus
sians were removed and new Lithuanian ones were elected, and 
courts and schools were reorganized. In some places the police 
were disarmed and militias were organized along with self-defence 
detachments. The following figures reflect the scale of the move
ment: Russian administrations were replaced with Lithuanian ones 
in 88 out of 145 district (56.5 percent) in Kaunas Gubernia, 33 
out of 80 (41.2 percent) in the Lithuanian district of Suwalki 
Gubernia and 10 out of 55 (18.2 percent) in the Lithuanian dis
trict of Vilnius Gubernia. In all, administrations in 125 out of 280 
valsciai (44.6 percent) were replaced8. Before the Congress this 
was carried out in perhaps 35 valsciai, afterwards in around 80 
(the dates are not clear in all cases), so the Congress clearly influ
enced the course of the revolution in provincial Lithuania. But the 
revolutionary restructuring only happened at valsciai level and did 
not affect district or Gubernia administrations. Events elsewhere 
in the Empire hindered the movement from spreading even further.

8 Tyla A., 1905 mettj revoliucija Lietuvos kaime [The 1905 Revolution in the Lithua
nian Country], Vilnius, 1968.
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After the crushing of the armed December Uprising in Russia, the 
authorities went on the attack, both there and in Lithuania. At the 
end of December the Russian authorities began a period of mas
sive repression with the use of the army, and the newly established 
administrations were removed. The last changes in Suvalkija’s 
valsciai only took place on January 17 (4) 1906, but by February 
the Russian valsciai administrations had already been returned to 
power there. By April provincial Lithuania was broken.

The popularization of the State Duma, ostensibly a democratic 
organ, which would strengthen democratic change, had a negative 
effect on Lithuanian society and its more moderate classes. They 
gradually began to propagate legal means of political struggle. The 
TLDP and Christian Democrats went down that road in Decem
ber 1905 and were followed by the LDP, LMS and LVS. Only the 
LSDP continued its more active resistance to the Russian authori
ties and did so until 1906. In Lithuania this meant that the sponta
neity of its revolution had died out and political life was ebbing 
away like the Russian revolution. Once the Russian authorities 
had driven out the Lithuanian valsciai administrations, the Lithua
nian national revolution was over.

Lithuania’s political groups did not manage to realize the mini
mum goals of their programmes. Despite this, the revolution 
brought not only great democratic changes in Lithuanian life (the 
revolution achieved this throughout the Russian Empire), it also 
changed conditions in the life of the nation. The appearance of 
democratic freedoms was used to return the Lithuanian language 
to schools, where Lithuanian teachers were now allowed to 
work. Lithuanian societies began to be established and the Lithua
nian press had more freedom and opportunities to develop, al
though, like the press elsewhere in the Empire, it was still cen
sored. It is important to stress that the revolution and particularly
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the Congress, as well as events following it, show that the Lithua
nian nation had taken on a new form and was politically mature. 
It created political structures to express its interests, and before 
and during the Congress the idea of the restoration of the Lithua
nian state, within ethnographic boundaries and with Vilnius as its 
capital, became a sign-post for the activities of Lithuanian political 
groups. The Congress both formulated a plan of action for the 
rebirth of the Lithuanian state and began to implement this plan. 
Its significance is shown by the fact that it was soon being called 
the Great Sejmas of Vilnius, a name with which it went down in 
the history of Lithuania.

The Lithuanian people, whose political interests were expressed 
by the Lithuanian national movement, were becoming an impor
tant subject in Lithuania’s political life, pushing aside those layers 
of society, who identified themselves with other nations and exist
ing or future states. It should be noted that people took the road 
towards creating a civil society, and did not stand in the way of 
ethnic minorities in Lithuania, who wanted to be part of the mod
ern Lithuanian nation. Now much depended on their positions, on 
their understanding and approval of the Lithuanian nation’s inter
ests. The 1905 revolution and the Great Sejmas of Vilnius brought 
the Lithuanian nation out into the political arena and began an
other stage in the evolution of the modern Lithuanian nation, 
which, having gained civil rights, was now moving towards be
coming a civil society. Although ostensibly people were making 
plans for Lithuania’s autonomy, their thoughts turned to the fu
ture Lithuanian state.

The Lithuanizing and modernizng of Lithuania after the 1905 na
tional revolution. This period was no less complicated than the 
previous ones, the nation being confronted with various dangers,
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for instance the rise in nationalism and the fading of political goals 
now that Lithuania was legally involved in the politics of the Rus
sian Empire. The years 1906-1907 saw the revolution in Russia 
ebb away, the authorities had the initiative and suppressed any late 
revolutionary activity. They aimed to move politics into the realm 
of legal activity, with elections to the Russian State Duma and 
work in it. In Lithuania it also became clear that on this occasion 
an attempt to restore even a limited amount of Lithuania’s sover
eignty through revolution would not work. Lithuania was not able 
to do this alone, without revolution in Russia. Attention once 
more turned towards unfinished business in the national move
ment, to the development of national culture. At the same time, 
political activity could not be abandoned, parties had to decide 
whether to become involved in the politics of the Empire legally, 
whereby even in opposition they would unavoidably cooperate 
with the authorities, or to remain illegal. As mentioned, Lithua
nia’s parties decided to combine legal activities with the political 
struggle against the Russian authorities in Lithuania, and to take 
part in the Duma (the LSDP only from the second Duma). The 
inhabitants of the Lithuanian Gubernia could send 14 representa
tives to the Duma. The election system was complicated and con
sisted of two stages. There were various qualifications and the sys
tem favoured the prosperous classes and Russians. Despite this in 
spring 1906, 8 Lithuanians, 4 Poles, 1 Jew and 1 Belorussian were 
elected to the First Duma. In the Duma some of them made an 
alliance with the Trudoviks (peasant deputies), others with Rus
sia’s liberal parties. In Lithuania there was much interest in the 
work of the Duma and constitutional hopes were high. The mood 
inside the Duma itself was determined, there were discussions on 
contemporary political issues (repression, courts martial, press re
strictions), plans for land reform (these were of particular interest
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to the Lithuanian peasants), and the principles of the equality of 
Russia’s nations. However, the Tsar and his government were un
happy with the work of the Duma and it was dissolved on July 15 
(8) 1906. The elections to the Second Duma took place in January 
1907 and showed that, compared to the first Duma, this one had 
become more left-wing. The LSDP also participated in the elec
tions and was very successful. Of Kaunas Gubernia’s 7 deputies, 5 
were members of the LSDR The peasants of Suwalki Gubernia 
elected 2 LDP members. In Vilnius the Lithuanian representatives 
called a meeting of Lithuanian intellectuals, who decided to pre
pare a project for Lithuanian autonomy and put it before the 
Duma. At that time the Duma was mainly occupied with the ques
tions of an amnesty for political prisoners, the abolition of the 
death sentence and land reform. The Suvalkija deputies Andrius 
Bulota and Petras Leonas spoke regularly in the Duma, particu
larly on the subject of land reform. In their speeches they de
manded that peasants be provided with land at the expense of 
Russian and Polish landowners and put forward the idea that an 
autonomous seimas in Lithuania would best be able to carry out 
land reform there. This idea was repeated in the agricultural policy, 
which the Lithuanian social democrats put before the Duma. It 
was announced that the Great Vilnius Sejmas had already outlined 
the landmarks of Lithuanian autonomy, and the tribune of the 
Duma was only used to announce Lithuanian political aspirations. 
But the Second Duma also failed to please the Tsar’s government 
and was dissolved on June 16 (3) 1907. In Russian history this is 
seen as a coup d’etat, meaning that having withstood the blows of 
the revolution, Tsarism once again began to gnaw away at the 
democratic freedoms which had been won during that revolution.

Parlamentarianism was not formally renounced in Russia and 
elections to the Third Duma were soon advertised. But election
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legislation was reviewed, so that very few representatives of radi
cal parties or ethnic regions would reach the Duma. In the Third 
Duma, which lasted from 1907-1912, only 4 of the 14 representa
tives from the Lithuanian Gubernia were actually ethnic Lithua
nians, thus the great increase in the number of landowners and 
Russian representatives. A similar trend could be seen throughout 
the Duma. It became an instrument of the Tsar’s government and 
above all an enthusiastic supporter of its policy of discrimination 
against Russia’s conquered nations. The Fourth Duma from 1912- 
1917 was exactly the same. During discussions in the Duma on the 
state budget, land reform and other issues, the Lithuanian repre
sentatives constantly reminded the other deputies of the continu
ing persecution of Lithuanian culture, attempts to colonize Lithua
nia with Russian settlers, etc, but it became obvious that nothing 
could be done in the Duma to help Lithuania.

The elections to the Dumas and work in them gave the Lithua
nian parties a lesson in legal political activity. During the elections, 
parties formed blocs in an attempt to have their candidates elected 
to the Duma. Most of these parties were active in the peasant and 
lower urban classes, though there were often cases of blocs with 
Jews. On the other hand, there was no shortage of intrigue be
tween those parties which got involved in the election game. Such 
intrigue, for example, prevented J. Basanavicius from being elected 
to the Duma in 1912. The Lithuanians hardly managed to gain 
any experience of working as parties within the Duma, as the 
LSDP only had its own parliamentary group in the Second Duma 
and the Lithuanian representatives generally tended to lean to
wards one of the Russian parties, avoiding any collaboration with 
the Polish parties. After the dissolving of the Second Duma in 
1907, it became apparent that it was not worthwhile pinning great 
hopes on parliamentary work and that the Lithuanian political
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parties had to consolidate their activities on their home ground, 
Lithuanian society.

The beginning of the twentieth century saw various changes in 
that society. After 1905 it was no longer forbidden for peasants to 
purchase land. There was an ever increasing gulf between rich and 
poor peasants. On the one hand there were large-scale farmers, 
who were able to modernize farming and join the commodity pro
duction system. Peasants with little land or landless hired workers 
meanwhile became destitute. So far there was no danger that this 
process would lead to social conflict in the countryside, as the 
countryside had another enemy -  the estates. The development of 
land reform in Russia and the search for land stock for this (in 
Lithuania people looked to the estates), strained relations between 
the countryside and the estates even more. In relations between 
Lithuanian peasants and many of the Polish or Russian landown
ers national-political differences became confused with social dis
putes. Another relatively new characteristic of rural Lithuania was 
the cooperative movement. Begun at the end of the nineteenth cen
tury, it spread after 1905 and was manifested by the establishment 
of credit and trade cooperatives (by the 1910s there were around 
350), 25 dairy cooperatives and a few agricultural societies with a 
trend towards commercial production. Some of the cooperatives 
were in the hands of the landowners, but the majority were run by 
peasants. Lithuanian parties were often active in the cooperatives 
and societies, bringing together the many different small businesses 
in order to aid the expansion of the national economy.

In the towns the concentration of capital increased and the Vil- 
niaus Zemes and Prekybos banks became very important. Lithua
nia’s large-scale conservative landowners, the so-called “Vilnius 
bison” (zubry), enjoyed most influence in these banks. The num
ber of large factories and workers also increased. In post-revolu-
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tion Russia there were still trade unions, and many could be found 
in Lithuanian towns. The abundance of trade unions demonstrates 
not only the level of worker organization, but also the division in 
their movement, as there were several social democratic parties 
competing for the support of the workers in Lithuanian towns. 
Economic migrants from the Lithuanian countryside not only had 
the choice of emigrating abroad or looking for work in other cities 
of the Russian Empire, gradually they had the chance to settle 
down in Lithuania’s towns. Through economic means some Li
thuanian industrialists, R Vileisis for example, encouraged Lithua
nian workers to settle in Vilnius, and the number of Lithuanian 
workers in Kaunas, Siauliai and elsewhere also grew. As Lithua
nian culture grew stronger (see below) and the ban on Lithuanians 
working in the civil service was lifted, Lithuanian intellectuals be
gan to appear in more and more of Lithuania’s towns.

Probably the most dynamic Lithuanian political party at that 
time was the LSDP, which combined legal activities (Duma, trade 
unions) with illegal activities. Within the party there were discus
sions on the future of Lithuania between the so-called federalists, 
who were in favour of an independent Lithuanian state which was 
part of a federation with Poland, Belorussia and Latvia, and the 
autonomists, who believed that an autonomous Lithuania within 
a democratic Russia would be of more use to the proletariat of 
Lithuania. At the 1907 party congress the autonomists won most 
support and the idea of a federation was dropped from the mani
festo. At that stage the PPS organization in Lithuania also made an 
alliance with the LSDP, the LSDP extended its activities to include 
people of all nationalities living in Lithuania and declared itself in 
favour of a civil society. However, proposals to form an alliance 
with the RSDPR were rejected. Nevertheless, Russian social demo
crats still influenced LSDP members (in 1907 there were around
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3,000) in the fight against Tsarism, both Menshevik and Bolshevik 
wings began to appear, and the LSDP’s organizational and ideo
logical problems became greater.

The LDP also combined illegal activities with legal ones. In 
1906 it defined its programme more accurately: the party aimed 
for the independence of Lithuania and regarded the autonomy of a 
democratic Lithuania within its ethnic boundaries as a step in that 
direction. The party also formulated the principles of its agricul
tural policy: available land would be set aside to satisfy the needs 
of peasants with little or no land and there would be an upper limit 
to the total area of land on large farms (estates). The ideology of 
the LDP was determined by its connections with the LVS and, when 
more radical LDP members and LVS activists took over the legal 
party newspaper Lietuvos ukininkas in 1907-1908, moderate mem
bers left the party and the LDP turned towards “people’s social
ism”, which was popular in Europe and Russia at that time. The 
Lithuanian state remained at the core of its political programme, 
based on democratic rule, democratic freedoms and the protection 
of ethnic minorities’ cultural needs9.

After the collapse of the revolution, the moderate liberals, who 
in 1905 formed the TLDP, once again made culture their main 
priority. They did not engage in typical party activities, they were 
more concerned with matters of national unification. In 1907 An- 
tanas Smetona joined the TLDP, having left the LDP. He published 
the newspaper Viltis (Hope), which propagated the ideas of na
tional work and identity. A Lithuanian political group had formed, 
which could be described as being made up of nationalists. Simi
larly the Christian democrats also did not perfect the organization

9 Miknys R., Lietuvos demokratij partija 1902-1915 metais [The Lithuanian Demo
cratic Party in 1902-1915], Vilnius, 1995.
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of their party, but worked enthusiastically in all layers of society. 
They were supported by people in the countryside, some intellec
tuals and were particularly active among Lithuanian workers. They 
competed with the LSDP, establishing the following societies: St 
Joseph’s Workers’ Society in Kaunas (1906, until 1908 together 
with Poles); St Zita’s Society for female servants with branches in 
towns throughout Lithuania (from 1905); Christian Workers’ So
ciety in Suvalkija (1909-1914). The Christian democrats were 
only interested in legal activities and continued to show loyalty to 
the authorities, but believed, like the other Lithuanian parties, that 
Lithuania’s future lay in the restoration of the state within ethno
graphic boundaries.

The two political currents described above both devoted much 
attention to the situation of the Catholic Church in Lithuania. One 
of the most important matters at that time was still the question of 
language in churches, and this was particularly urgent in the Vil
nius diocese and parts of the Seinai diocese. As the Lithuanian na
tional-political movement spread, it had more opportunities to 
address the inhabitants of Lithuania’s eastern regions, who had 
not always been reached by the banned Lithuanian press or other 
forms of the national movement. This fostered the national con
sciousness of Lithuanians living there and prompted them to care 
for the prestige of their native language. On the other hand, many 
priests from the dioceses mentioned (along with laypeople who 
put Polish first) continued to look down on the Lithuanian lan
guage and considered Polish the language of the Church. They had 
a considerable influence on communities, whose linguistic/ethnic 
make-up was very mixed. Peasants in the eastern part of the Vil
nius diocese spoke Lithuanian, Belorussian or Polish and often a 
mixture of the latter two. Ethnic consciousness was just as colourful; 
as well as Lithuanians and Belorussians, there were many who
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often called themselves “locals”, without specifying a particular 
nationality. The adoption of Polish as a nationality, based on the 
formula “Catholics are Polish”, spread rapidly due to the influence 
of Polonized landowners, intellectuals and especially priests. In the 
Seinai diocese the line between Lithuanians and Poles was clearer, 
but it was here in a Lithuanian parish in Kalvarija that a fight 
broke out in 1906 between Lithuanians and Poles over the lan
guage used in church. At that time such confrontations were very 
common in all lands inhabited by Lithuanians on the country’s 
eastern fringes, and in some cases the Russian authorities even had 
to intervene. For example, in Joniskis parish in 1911 the local 
landowner was sentenced to one year’s imprisonment for causing 
a riot. With the hierarchy of the dioceses mentioned conniving at 
Polish expansion and banning the Lithuanian language from 
churches and priests’ seminaries, in 1906 Lithuanian nationalists 
and Christian democrats appealed to the Pope with the petition 
De lingua polonica in ecclesiis Lithuaniae. They made a second 
appeal in 1912 with the petition Le condizioni del Lituani cattolici 
della diocesi di Vilna e gli eccessi del panpolonismo. These peti
tions changed nothing, as the Poles took countermeasures. Admit
tedly, when Kazimierz Michalkiewicz became head of the Vilnius 
diocese in 1909, a compromise was found and the diocese recog
nized that both languages had equal rights. However, with the out
break of World War One things went back to the way they had 
been before.

Once they had come to the surface of socio-political life in Li
thuania, the aims to use the native language in church led to an 
outbreak of nationalism and complicated Lithuanian-Polish rela
tions. Lithuanian peasants, together with priests and intellectuals 
who politicized the language problem in the church, felt they were 
defending the land of their fathers. They saw the Polish language
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as something which had been foisted upon them and considered 
Polish influence to be detrimental to the interests of the Lithuanian 
nation. Influenced by democratic currents in society, the national
ists and Christian democrats did not urge people to fight Polish 
influence to the degree that they would have called them to fight 
the Russian authorities or Russian chauvinism. They recognized 
Poles as being part of Lithuanian society. The defensive national
ism of this minority was provoked by the legacy of the past, which 
once guaranteed the peaceful coexistence of the two nations, but 
lost its uniting qualities under the new conditions. Some Lithua
nian Poles and most Polish political parties complained that their 
interests were ignored and looked down on. They wanted to pre
serve and expand Polish influence in the lands of the former Com
monwealth of the Two Nations, regardless of the nationality or 
aspirations of those who lived there. Moreover, in the first decades 
of the twentieth century, many of Lithuania’s Polish-speaking in
habitants decided once and for all that their future lay in Poland 
and the modern Polish nation. This explains their position with 
respect to Lithuanianism, but this position represented a real threat 
to the Lithuanian nation and the future modern Lithuanian nation 
state, which had not yet left the political drawing board. The con
flict between Lithuanians and Poles in Lithuania intensified.

There were groups which tried to extinguish this conflict, above 
all the Lithuanian democrats, who drew up plans for a civil state 
which protected the cultural rights of ethnic minorities, and the 
Polish krajowcy. They declared themselves to be Polish, but recog
nized Lithuanian or Belorussian national interests and put the in
terests of the whole country, i.e. the former Grand Duchy or Li
thuania and Belorussia, before those of any one particular nation. 
The krajowcy did not equate the interests of the Polish community 
in Lithuania with those of Poland, they considered Lithuania and
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Belorussia to be their homeland and hoped that in the future joint 
Lithuanian and Belorussian state all three nations, Lithuanians, 
Belorussians and Poles would have equal rights and would live in 
harmony. This small Polish political group in Lithuania was very 
significant and attracted influential figures in Lithuanian society 
and politics, like Tadeusz Wroblewski and Michal Romer (Myko- 
las Romeris). Nevertheless, their ideas were not readily supported 
by either the Polish endeki or Lithuanian politicians, the latter fear
ing that Lithuanians would be overwhelmed by Slavs. The influ
ence of the endeki in Lithuania’s Polish community grew. Their 
Lithuanian organization was especially active. It spread Polish na
tionalism and planned to join Lithuania to the future state of Po
land.

In the first few decades of the twentieth century, the Lithuanian 
national movement and aspirations for the restoration of the state 
faced a war on two fronts. On the one hand there was Russian 
imperialism and chauvinism, tamed a little by the few remaining 
victories of the 1905 revolution. At the same time Polish aims to 
restore the state in Lithuanian, Belorussian and Ukrainian lands 
came with a considerable dose of Polish imperialism and chauvin
ism. In the reactionary atmosphere of post-revolutionary Russia, 
most of Lithuania’s political groups recognized cultural activities, 
the fostering of the culture of Lithuanians/Lithuania and the 
strengthening of national consciousness as the areas which would 
strengthen the position of the Lithuanian nation best. Unlike poli
tics, it was already possible to engage in these activities legally and 
the many gaps left by the illegal work, which had been done until 
1904-1905, could now be bridged.

The most significant phenomenon in Lithuanian cultural, and 
at the same time socio-political, life was the press, particularly pe
riodicals. After the appearance of Vilniaus zinios, the first legal

298



newspaper in Lithuania, the number of weeklies and monthlies 
increased and by 1910, 31 newspapers were being published in 
Lithuania. Moreover, Lithuanian periodicals were published in the 
Russian Imperial cities St Petersburg and Riga and many appeared 
abroad (in 1910 there were 7 in Lithuania Minor and 27 in the 
LISA), as they had done previously. At first the majority of these 
were the organs of parties or political movements. These publica
tions propagated ideas and rallied supporters, sometimes they even 
turned into political organizational centres. They included special 
supplements, which were means of spreading information on sci
ence, art and literature. In 1907-1908 journals on art, literature 
and science began to appear and almanacs demonstrated Lithua
nian cultural growth. There was also an increase in the number of 
books being published. From 1905-1914, 3,200 titles were pub
lished, as many as had appeared in the 40 years of the press ban. 
Most periodicals were based in Vilnius and so this became the 
most important centre of Lithuanian publishing. However, peri
odicals and books were also published in Kaunas and Seinai.

Much attention was devoted to the creation of a Lithuanian 
education system. Technically the Lithuanian language could now 
be taught in state schools, but in reality various obstacles were put 
in place to prevent this. There also was a lack of schools. Thus 
Lithuanian society began to establish and run its own schools. The 
following societies were organized with that goal in mind, mainly 
thanks to the effort of the Christian democrats: Ziburys (Light, 
1906 in Marijampole and Seinai in Suwalki Gubernia), Saule (Sun, 
1906 in Kaunas) and Rytas (Morning, 1912 in Vilnius). They 
founded schools and libraries and organized the publishing of text
books and teacher training. These societies expanded their activi
ties and continued to operate even after the restoration of the 
Lithuanian state. Similar societies founded by liberals experienced
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more difficulties. Sviesa (The Light, 1905-1909 in Suvalkija) and 
Vilniaus ausra (Vilnius Dawn, 1907-1908) were shut down by the 
Russian authorities, who saw them as politically undesirable.

Lithuania was badly affected by the lack of a university. The 
idea of the restoration of Vilnius University was very popular and 
appeals to that effect were made to the Russian authorities as early 
as the mid-nineteenth century. Until the beginning of the twenti
eth century the initiators behind these appeals were gentry/land- 
owners. In 1905 a group of Lithuanian and Polish intellectuals 
made a declaration to society about the restoration of Vilnius Uni
versity. This matter was discussed in the press, but nothing hap
pened. The Russian authorities resisted and due to the university 
restoration issue an ethnic divide became apparent in Lithuanian 
society. From the mid-nineteenth century and especially after 
1905, Lithuania’s young people made up for the lack of a univer
sity by studying in Russian or Western European universities. 
There were societies which offered pupils and students financial 
support, for example Ziburelis (Little Light, 1894, illegal until 
1906) and Motinele (Mother, 1900, USA). In order to foster sci
ence the Lithuanian Science Society was founded in Vilnius in 
1907 on the initiative of J. Basanavicius, thus translating into real
ity the idea of a centre for Lithuanian academic life, which had 
been discussed in the Lithuanian press since the appearance of 
Ausros. In 1913 the society had 590 members and published the 
scientific studies annual “The Lithuanian Nation”. That same year 
saw the founding of the Polish Society of the Friends of Science in 
Vilnius (Towarzystwo przyjaciot nauk w Wilnie), which was sup
ported by the scientific community of the whole of Poland, but 
was closer to the krajowcy group in terms of social outlook. Both 
societies collaborated and served the development of Lithuanian 
culture very well.
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Also founded in Vilnius in 1907 was the Lithuanian Society of 
Art, which united Lithuanian artists and from 1907-1914 orga
nized 8 exhibitions of Lithuanian art. One of those actively in
volved was Lithuania’s most famous artist and composer Mika- 
lojus Konstantinas Ciurlionis. Many artists faced the dilemma of 
whether or not they should exhibit work, particularly those born 
in Lithuania who had a connection with Poland. Their participa
tion in these exhibitions was not always viewed favourably by Pol
ish intellectuals. In 1908 the Vilnius Society of Art was founded, a 
sort of peculiar counterbalance to the Lithuanian Society of Art. 
The new society gathered together Lithuania’s Russian, Polish and 
Jewish artists, although there were also Lithuanians and members 
of the Lithuanian Society.

Cultural societies formed a very important aspect of Lithuanian 
culture. The society Vilniaus kankles, founded in Vilnius in 1905, 
boasted a drama company, a choir and an orchestra, and presented 
Lithuanian musical and dramatic works, staging Mikas Petraus- 
kas’ opera Birute in 1906. The club Ruta, established in 1908, 
devoted most of its attention to Lithuanian cultural education in 
Vilnius and eastern Lithuania. Other societies included the Actors’ 
Union/Vilnius Actors’ Company, founded in 1910. The Daina so
ciety (founded in 1899 and legalized in 1905) was the most dy
namic group in Kaunas. Meanwhile Siauliai had Varpas (The Bell, 
1908-1914), Panevezys Aidas (Echo, from 1905), and Marijam- 
pole and the whole of Suvalkija had Sviesa (The Light, 1905-1909) 
and Gabija (from 1909). Cultural life also began to blossom in the 
countryside, an example being the kankles music group, active in 
Skriaudziai in Suvalkija from 1906.

Compared to the period of the ban on the Lithuanian press 
and other cultural activities from 1864-1904, the first few decades 
of the twentieth century saw a great cultural breakthrough, the
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origins of which were fostered under difficult conditions. Cultural 
creativity spread, involving people from more and more places in 
Lithuania and entering fields like science and professional art, 
which had received little attention during the restrictions or had 
been cultivated only abroad. Two complementary tendencies can 
be seen in the territorial dispersion of cultural activities. The first 
is the concentration of Lithuanian cultural (and for that matter 
socio-political) life in Lithuania’s historical capital, Vilnius. Hav
ing never lost its status as the spiritual capital of Lithuania, it be
came the capital of the modern Lithuanian nation. The second is 
the growing influence of regional centres, which organized cul
tural and socio-political life. One such centre was Kaunas, with a 
priests’ seminary, various social and cultural groups and a Lithua
nian publishing house. In Suvalkija the centres were Marijampole 
and Seinai, where a book publishing company founded by Jonas 
Laukaitis and other like-minded people in 1905 was particularly 
productive. Lithuanian cultural activities also increased in Siauliai 
and Panevezys. In Birzai, Raseiniai, Rokiskis, Svencionys, Ukmer- 
ge, Telsiai and other small Lithuanian towns, there were Lithua
nian evenings, and Lithuanian clubs and schools were founded. 
Lithuanian activities were no longer the preserve of urban intellec
tuals or people from the countryside, they permeated all layers of 
Lithuanian society, giving that society a sense of the community of 
Lithuania and the Lithuanian nation. Quite rightly historians have 
often said that Lithuania became culturally independent long be
fore it was independent politically10.

The case of Lithuania during World War I. The First World War 
broke out at the end of summer 1914 and on August 1 (July 19)

10 Trumpa V., Lietuva XIX amziuje [Lithuania in 19th Century], Chicago, 1989, p. 124.
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1914 Germany declared war on Russia. At once Lithuanian lands 
became a theatre of war. The war between Russia and Germany 
took place in Eastern Prussia and fighting sometimes spread into 
Suvalkija. In its summer campaign in 1915, Germany directed the 
most significant blow against Russia. In Lithuania the Russian 
army could not hold back the attack and retreated. The Germans 
captured Siauliai on August 3 (July 21) 1915, Kaunas on August 
31 (18) and Vilnius on October 1 (September 18)10. In autumn the 
German-Russian frontline settled by the River Daugava. From 
Daugavpils (Dvinsk) it turned past Narutis Lake and Baranovicius, 
continuing south. It remained like that until the beginning of 1918. 
The Germans occupied the whole of Lithuania, together with 
neighbouring regions inhabited by Belorussians, and the Courland 
region in Latvia. The war brought great material losses and demo
graphic changes. Siauliai was completely destroyed, along with 
around 50 smaller towns and 1,200 villages. The Russians evacu
ated 160 companies with equipment and workers into deepest 
Russia, as well as secondary schools, and district and provincial 
institutions. About 300,000 inhabitants of Lithuania found them
selves deep inside Russia, some had been moved with companies 
or institutions, others had been driven from the front-line area by 
Cossacks, while many had moved away from the horrors of war of 
their own accord. In addition around 60,000 men had been 
drafted into the Russian army.

The war forced the governments of the warring states to re
examine the national politics of their own empires. It was clear 
that the war would rouse the region’s subjugated nations, and that 
in one way or another the pre-war state structures would have to 11

11 On 28 (15) November 1915 the Gregorian Calendar was reinstated in Lithuania 
and the dates have been changed accordingly.
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be reviewed. In Central Eastern Europe probably the most urgent 
question in this respect was the future of Poland as a state. Polish 
loyalty and support was important to the warring countries, be
cause of the geo-political situation of the Polish lands, not to men
tion military-demographic potential, the Poles’ capability to raise 
their own military forces. It was in this context that the question 
of Lithuania’s own sovereignty, and its relations with Poland, was 
decided. The possibility that Lithuania’s affairs might be solved 
without the participation of Lithuanians did not suit the political 
situation in Lithuania or the interests of the modern Lithuanian 
nation and worried Lithuania’s politicians. All the more so be
cause, in the 1905 Revolution and the decade which followed, 
Lithuanians had shown themselves able to formulate and decide 
their own political goals, while their political parties and groups 
were capable of representing the dynamic bodies of the nation. It 
was understood that the resolution of Lithuania’s affairs would 
depend very much on the geo-political situation of the day and on 
the great states, not just Russia and Germany, but also on the po
sitions, political interests and calculations of other belligerents. 
The Lithuanians understood that they had to take the initiative as 
far as the nation’s interests and possibilities were concerned. They 
could see that the great states’ interests and means of settling af
fairs would not serve Lithuania and they were unwilling to give in 
to their dictate. The activities of Polish political groups, not just in 
Poland but also in Lithuania and the different goals of the 
Lithuanians and Poles, forced the Lithuanians to hurry.

Already in the first days of the war, Lithuanian politicians, who 
followed the well-tried ideas on Lithuanian sovereignty, and na
tional or civil state models, debated and spoke publicly on ques
tions surrounding Lithuania’s political future. On August 8 (July 
26) 1914 at the State Duma Martynas Yeas spoke of Lithuanian
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loyalty and how he hoped that Russia would unite Lithuania with 
Minor Lithuania, which at that time belonged to Germany. His 
idea was repeated on August 17 (4) 1914 by J. Basanavicius and 
like-minded colleagues in the so-called “Amber Declaration”. On 
August 14 (1) 1914, between these two declarations, the com
mander-in-chief of the Russian army, Grand Duke Nikolay an
nounced a manifesto, which promised the Poles that their lands 
would be united and which ended with the wish that the Poles 
respect the rights of nations, to whom historically they had been 
tied. Following this it was explained in the “Amber Declaration” 
that the Lithuanians were not Slavs, but had an historical tradition 
as a state and political ambitions.

Russia’s promises to the Poles complicated the situation in Li
thuania. Now, even more than before the war, different powers 
could be seen laying claims to Lithuania and a variety of forms 
were suggested for its political future. Poland’s endeki wanted to 
take over the representation of Lithuania and join Lithuania to 
Poland, while the krajowcy and Vilnius zubry were in favour of 
the Lithuanian state, preferably together with Belorussia (the 
Grand Duchy tradition), rather than separate, and connected in 
some way or other with Poland. Belorussian activists had to decide 
who to support -  the krajowcy plan or a vision of their own state. 
The Lithuanians could not reach an agreement. The right-wing of 
Lithuanian politics, represented by the national democrats and 
Christian democrats, approved of the “Amber Declaration”, while 
the parties of the left, the LDP and LSDP wanted to take the revo
lutionary road to Lithuania’s liberation and did not trust Russia. 
The arguments of these two Lithuanian political groups, about the 
national or civil character of the future state, were far from over. 
They influenced relations with Lithuania’s Poles and other ethnic 
minorities, as well as the modelling of future relations between
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Lithuania and Poland and the relations of their political forces. 
Attempts were made to unite Lithuanian forces, possibly the great
est being the establishment in autumn 1914 of the Lithuanian So
ciety for the Support of War Victims. It was hoped, that this would 
not only offer relief, but might also be used as a cover for political 
activity. The society was dominated by Christian democrats and 
the unwilling participation of LDP and LSDP representatives was 
determined by the need for joint cross-party action. This need be
came greater when, in summer 1915, Polish politicians took the 
initiative and set up a Citizens’ Committee, which, it was hoped, 
the Russian authorities would allow to govern the country’s af
fairs. In this committee which included Poles, Jews and Belorus
sians, Lithuanians were only represented by the LPD, which at 
that stage was striving for political rapprochement with Poland. 
The Christian democrats and the LSDP were not happy about the 
predominance of Poles in the Committee, or the fact that only 
Vilnius and Kaunas Gubernia were named, not Lithuanian Suval- 
kija (officially part of Poland).

A military administration was organized in the lands occupied 
by the Germans and Lithuania became part of the Commander-in- 
chief East Territory (Der Oberbefehlshaber Ost, Oberost), in 
which the government was subordinate to the head of the German 
Eastern Front. The Oberost was split into the regions of Vilnius, 
Lithuania (with its centre in Kaunas), Suvalkija, Courland, Grod
no and Bialystok. Each had its own military administration, con
trolling all aspects of life. Even by war-time standards, the German 
occupation regime was very harsh. Peasants were affected by du
ties, traders by customs and a great number of monopolies, work
ers by the ruin of industry. Everyone had to face compulsory work, 
a new currency and Ostmark inflation. By 1916 the Oberost had 
restructured and centralized the lands under its control and on 7
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June 1916 it announced the “Administration Statute”, according 
to which all power in the occupied lands was transferred to the 
Oberost. Civil authorities there were dismissed. Preparations were 
made to annex these lands, but because of the war this could not 
possibly be carried out.

The German occupation radically changed the political situa
tion in Lithuania. The German factor which had concerned Li
thuania before, now became very real and complicated. The Ger
mans did not have a unanimous view of the occupied territories of 
the Russian Empire or their political future. The views of the 
Empire’s civilian government, of the military leadership and their 
subordinates in the Oberost, not to mention the opposition in the 
Reichstag, differed from each other. They had to decide the start
ing-point of their policies with respect to the occupied territories. 
Should they describe the new situation as the occupation of Rus
sia’s territories and the restoration of the former state of Poland, 
or the former states of Poland and Lithuania, or should it be de
scribed as the liberation of those nations?12 At the end of 1915 
Germany declared its aims to liberate the nations enslaved by Rus
sia, but at the same time began planning the annexation of the 
Oberost lands. The Germans planned to create an organism of 
buffer states between Germany and Russia (to include Lithuania), 
but had not decided exactly how to proceed. With the approach of 
the Peace Conference, German politicians hoped that Lithuania 
might become an object for exchange or an annexed territory.

The Russian factor meanwhile had not disappeared, even al
though its government institutions and army had retreated from 
Lithuania. While the war was going on, formally Lithuania still 
belonged to Russia, and both Germany and political groups in

12 Lopata R., Lietuvos valstybingumo raida 1914-1918 metais, Vilnius, 1996, p. 63.
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Lithuania had to take into account the norms of international law. 
Almost 0.5 million economic emigrants and refugees arrived in 
Russia from Lithuania, most of them Lithuanians. The main sec
tion of the Lithuanian Society for the Support of War Victims also 
withdrew to Russia (a smaller branch remained in Vilnius and tried 
to work there). Until 1917 it was almost the only organization 
active wherever there were Lithuanians. Other war relief societies 
were also founded and activists from different parties joined to
gether, but there was no centre for political activities. This situa
tion only began to change after the 1917 February Revolution in 
Russia.

Russia’s allies, the countries of the Entente -  France and Brit
ain -  regarded Lithuania as a part of Russia and did not support 
Lithuanian political aspirations. Moreover, these aspirations hin
dered a solution to the Polish question and there was a tendency to 
put Poland first. Lithuanian emigrants in the USA hoped to change 
this attitude, and spoke unanimously in favour of the restoration 
of the state of Lithuania, as did Lithuanian political activists who 
found themselves in Western Europe. There, as early as 1911 Juo- 
zas Gabrys-Parsaitis had founded a Lithuanian Information Bu
reau, which spread news about the Lithuanians and their political 
goals. During the war those Lithuanians gathered in Switzerland 
and took part in conferences on Lithuania and the conquered na
tions of Europe, both of their own accord and encouraged by Ger
many, which aimed to use the aspirations of nations in the occu
pied territories. The conferences discussed Lithuania’s future, how 
a future state might be created and what sort of state it might be. 
After Germany began to win the war in the East, J. Gabrys-Par
saitis and other activists realized that it would become particularly 
important player in the case for Lithuanian sovereignty. In 1916 
they softened the anti-German mood of their activities and both
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Lithuanians and Germans tried to get all they could out of the new 
situation.

A similar understanding of the political situation also spread 
among political groups in occupied Lithuania. Strictly speaking, 
Lithuanian political activities were illegal, but both German emis
saries and Lithuanians tried to make contact. Before embarking on 
a analysis of examples of activities, it must be said that at first the 
Germans could not decide what actually constituted Lithuania. 
When the German army marched into Vilnius they put up posters 
which proclaimed that Vilnius was the “pearl of the Kingdom of 
Poland”. Lithuanian representatives and Citizens’ Committee del
egates protested, explaining that Vilnius was the capital of Lithua- 
nia/Grand Duchy and the posters were torn down. After the Com
mittee took this action, right-wing activists began to join it in its 
activities. Soon, on September 23 1915 all the Lithuanian political 
groups founded the secret Lithuanian Committee for the Discus
sion of Political Affairs (Political Committee). The Poles did the 
same, forming a Polish Committee, including both endeki and the 
PPS, while the Belorussians formed their own separate group. The 
Citizens’ Committee split after scandals in 1915, during which it 
transpired that charity received from Switzerland, which was 
meant for the poor of all nations, had been distributed by the Pol
ish members of the Citizens’ Committee to their own people and 
no-one else. On March 9 1916 the Lithuanians and Belorussians 
left the Committee, complaining of Polish intractability and hege
monic aspirations. The left-wing politicians who had dominated 
the Committee were next to walk out, the community of social 
goals was suppressed by national political interests and so the at
tempt of Lithuania’s political forces to work together failed. The 
Polish committee began to be dominated by the endeki line, which 
refused to accept the prospect of Lithuania’s sovereignty and
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aimed to join Lithuania to Poland. It was clear that, with the ex
ception of the krajowcy, the Polish political movements in Lithua
nia were not spontaneous, they were working for the restoration 
of the state of Poland, not Lithuania.

Lithuanian politicians gathered in Vilnius looked for ways and 
forms of consolidation. They had a forum for discussions and joint 
action, the Political Committee, which for legal reasons often 
changed its name (Intellectual Group for the Discussion of Lithua
nian Affairs, Lithuanian Diplomatic Group, Bureau-Political 
Board), but which always had the same goal of uniting Lithua
nians in joint action. A group of more prominent politicians con
stantly took part in those meetings, for example, the right-wing 
representatives J. Basanavicius, A. Smetona and Aleksandras Stul- 
ginskis, the priests Povilas Dogelis and Juozas Stankevicius, LDP 
members Jurgis Saulys and Jonas Vileisis, and LSDP representa
tives Mykolas Birziska, Augustinas Janulaitis and Steponas Kairys, 
as well as Petras Klimas and others. This group became the centre 
of Lithuanian political life and represented Lithuania under the 
occupation. Apart from discussing the Lithuanian political prob
lems outlined (relations with the occupying powers, with Polish 
political groups, etc), this group devoted most attention to the 
publicizing of the idea of the state of Lithuania, to presenting this 
idea to the German authorities and the rest of the world, to prov
ing Lithuania’s claim to the territories of the future state and to the 
creation of a state form and conception of government. Often the 
group’s activities were a response to a concrete political situation.

In spring 1916 Germany wanted to make a separate peace with 
Russia and put pressure on it, by threatening to restore the King
dom of Poland. This worried Lithuanians, as it would allow Po
land to spread east towards Vilnius. Those in charge of the 
Oberost were equally unhappy. They did not want the region,
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which they planned to join with Prussia, to be dismantled, and on 
May 1 1916 they united Vilnius and Suwalki Gubernia, thereby 
demonstrating that they would not hand Vilnius over to the Poles. 
In so doing they also hoped to win the support of the Lithuanians, 
who they asked to sign a propagandistic letter from the league of 
nations formerly occupied by Russia, but now under German con
trol, to the American President Woodrow Wilson, and to declare 
that they were cooperating with the Germans. The Germans also 
declared that they would not return Lithuania to Russia and would 
protect it from Poland and the danger of Polonization. On June 10 
1916a Lithuanian memorandum, based on the declarations made 
by the warring states about conquered nations, proposed that the 
Lithuanian lands, which had been under Russian control, be 
united. Lithuania would be made up of the following: the whole of 
Kaunas Gubernia; the district of Svencionys, Trakai and Vilnius in 
Vilnius Gubernia, as well as parts of Lyda and Asmena district; 
three quarters of Suwalki Gubernia with Suwalki ; the northern 
part of Grodno Gubernia; Palanga in the Courland region. It was 
also demanded that Lithuania have access to the sea and a com
mercial port. There would be a democratically elected seimas in 
Vilnius and a separate assembly for the Church. The spirit of the 
memorandum and the definition of the territory of Lithuania, 
based on ethnographic factors, shows that Lithuania was dissoci
ating itself from Russia and Poland altogether, and that it regarded 
those countries and most of the Poles in Lithuania as Lithuania’s 
greatest enemies. The Third Congress of the Union of Nationali
ties, organized by J. Gabrys-Parsaitis and supported by the Ger
mans, took place in Switzerland from June 27-29 and was at
tended by a delegation of Lithuanian politicians from Vilnius. On 
the eve of the conference the gathered Lithuanians approved the 
Declaration of Independence to the Conference of Nations at
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Lausanne, which laid out the argument for the Lithuanian nation’s 
right to independence. This was passed by the Congress. The Sec
ond Lithuanian Conference, which took place in Lausanne from 
30 June-4 July decided to organize a Taryba of the Lithuanian 
Nation in Switzerland, which would bring together Lithuanians 
from Lithuania, Russia, the USA and Switzerland. All these events 
show that the Lithuanian politicians had swung round to cooper
ate with the Germans. This was not a level playing field, the 
Lithuanians had to adapt to their partner and try to find a way of 
using him. They publicly announced their aims of independence, 
avoided state pledges to Germany and demonstrated and substan
tiated Lithuanian ethno-political aspirations in an international 
arena. By uniting the centres of Lithuanian political activities, they 
created a representative organ for the nation and went towards 
achieving the status of a subject in international politics.

In the second half of 1916 the Polish question became more 
aggravated. Germany, putting pressure on Russia, openly made 
preparations to restore the state of Poland, and it was planned that 
it would even include Vilnius. On August 14 the Oberost autho
rized the recruitment of volunteers on its territory, hoping that 
Polish volunteers would join the army and would then fight on the 
Eastern Front. At the same time Lithuanian activists began to be 
arrested. On November 5 Germany and Austria-Hungary an
nounced the restoration of the Kingdom of Poland, which would 
form a solid alliance with them. Immediately the Provisional State 
Taryba in Warsaw began a campaign for Lithuania’s annexation 
by Poland. The Lithuanians did not have the possibility to block 
Polish expansion, but disagreements within the German ranks be
came increasingly clear. On March 15 1917, disappointed by the 
lack of Polish volunteers, the High Command united Oberost 
Lithuania with Vilnius-Suwalki Gubernia to become the Military
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Gubernia of Lithuania (Militarverwaltung Litauen) with its head
quarters in Vilnius. Having just announced the restoration of the 
state of Poland, the German Imperial government could not in fact 
annex it directly, and so chose the route of subjugation through 
allied pledges. The German military leadership had different plans 
for the Oberost territories and did not want them to be drawn into 
such combinations. But by the beginning of 1917 the German gov
ernment had come to the decision to annex Lithuania, while an
nouncing the restoration of its state, just as they had done with 
Poland. One of the reasons it did this was the changed interna
tional situation.

The revolution on March 12 (February 27) 1917 overthrew the 
monarchy in Russia and gave birth to a diarchy. The Provisional 
Gubernia was inclined to do its duty as an ally and fight, while the 
Soviet of workers and soldiers in Petrograd demanded peace. On 
April 7 1917 the USA joined the war on the side of the Entente and 
announced the principle of the self-determination of nations. On 
April 9 the Russian Provisional Gubernia promised to achieve a 
lasting peace and to adhere to the principle of the self-determina
tion of nations, and on April 11 the Petrograd Soviet demanded 
peace without annexations or reparations based on the same prin
ciple. Those Lithuanians in Russia set about organizing them
selves and on March 26 1917 Lithuanian political parties estab
lished the Lithuanian National Taryba, which organized a seimas 
of Russian Lithuanians in Petrograd from June 9-16. The seimas 
did not exactly run smoothly and party differences remained in
surmountable, but the seimas resolutions noted that before the 
war the ethnic-Lithuanian lands had belonged to Russia and Ger
many and that the question of Lithuania had become an object in 
international politics, which would ultimately be resolved at the 
future Peace Congress. The resolutions demanded that Lithuania
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be declared a democratic republic and the left-wing parties in
sisted that the right of self-determination would belong to the 
Constituent Sejmas of Lithuania. However, disagreement followed 
when this last resolution was not passed, and the Provisional Gov
erning Committee of Lithuania fell apart. While formally recog
nizing the principle of the self-determination of nations, Russia’s 
new government actually aimed to keep Lithuania under Russian 
control.

The principle of the self-government of nations was also met 
with approval in Germany’s Reichstag, and so the German au
thorities, both civil and military, had to coordinate and cover up 
their activities. At the beginning of May they agreed to annex Li
thuania and Courland, but to make sure that those nations, which 
had formally just gained independence, would announce that they 
were joining Germany of their own free will. The situation was 
desperate, on May 24 Lithuania’s Polish parties made an announce
ment, declaring Lithuania’s annexation by Poland. Between the 
end of May and the beginning of June German institutions and 
Lithuanian politicians had intensive talks about German propos
als to form a Taryba of Trustees, which would assume some gov
erning functions. The Germans promised to declare Lithuania a 
state, but its power would be greatly restricted. According to the 
German proposals, most of the functions of the state would re
main in German hands, the Lithuanians would simply gain cul
tural autonomy. German rule would last another 10 years and 
Klaipeda, the commercial port Lithuanians so desired, would only 
be transferred to Lithuania after 25 years. The Lithuanians made 
the declaration of independence their first priority and demanded 
guarantees that Lithuania would not be colonized. The Lithua
nians agreed to an economic union with Germany, but wanted a 
conference to elect the trustees, and wanted to extend their compe-

314



tence. An agreement was hindered by Lithuanian politicians’ un
willingness to appoint trustees and that of the Oberost to allow 
the conference. But Germany needed to draw in the Lithuanians, 
so that it could use their political declaration in the event of peace, 
all the more so because the number of peace proposals was in
creasing, and they included one from the Pope, on August 1. It 
contained a statement about the restoration of the Kingdom of 
Poland in the lands of the Dual Nation Commonwealth, which 
pleased neither the Lithuanians nor the Oberost. The latter then 
backed down and allowed the conference to be organized.

The Conference of Lithuanian Representatives took place in 
Vilnius from September 17-23 1917 and was attended by over 
200 delegates. It was dominated by right-wing politicians, who 
searched for a compromise with Germany both in response to the 
real situation, i.e. German occupation, and the information that 
the position of those who were pro-annexation in Germany was 
weakening, and that the Reichstag would be in favour of Lithua
nia’s independence, providing Lithuania became Germany’s ally. 
The Conference’s main resolution declared the need for an inde
pendent, democratic state of Lithuania, within ethnic boundaries 
and called for a Constituent Sejmas in Vilnius. Another part recog
nized the possibility of the future state entering into some sort of 
relationship (yet to be worked out) with Germany. A 20-member 
Taryba of Lithuania, the Lithuanian Taryba was elected in order 
to carry out this programme, above all the declaration and recog
nition of independence. In the Taryba 5-6 places were reserved for 
ethnic minorities, however none responded.

Lithuania’s Declaration of Independence. The Lithuanian Taryba 
was dominated by right-wing and moderate politicians and A. Sme- 
tona was elected its chairman. When ethnic minorities refused to
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take part in the work of the Taryba, the Lithuanians were left to 
decide the affairs of the future state on their own (admittedly, 
with Germany’s knowledge). The Taryba had to increase its pro
file and it was helped by the conferences of Lithuanian politicians 
in Stockholm (November 2-10 1917) and Switzerland (October 
18-20 1917), which recognized the Taryba as the representative of 
the Lithuanian nation. The Germans, who had not yet abandoned 
their secret plans to annex Lithuania, hindered the Taryba’s efforts 
to work effectively and solve the question of Lithuania’s state
hood.

Russia once again became a factor in Lithuania’s affairs. After 
the Bolshevik coup on October 25 (November 7) 1917, the Rus
sian government made decrees on 8 and 15 November 1917, call
ing for a just peace without annexations or reparations and recog
nizing the right of nations to self-determination including the right 
to form an independent state. On November 29 the German lead
ers also recognized the right of nations to self-determination, al
though this step was purely a tactical move to be used in the ap
proaching negotiations with Russia. The Lithuanians took this as 
a basis to declare the restoration of Lithuania’s sovereignty, while 
the Germans, wishing to keep the Lithuanian card for the negotia
tions, could not really deny the Lithuanian interpretation. In Ber
lin on December 1 the Taryba members A. Smetona, S. Kairys and
J. Saulys, together with officials of the German foreign ministry, 
drew up a protocol, which outlined the Taryba'’s right to declare 
Lithuanian independence, but which bound Lithuania to Germany 
in such a way that its independence was virtually destroyed. The 
Lithuanians added the conditions that Germany recognize Lithua
nia before the peace conference, and that the form and content of 
any relationship with Germany be approved by the Constituent 
Sejmas. For 10 days there were intensive discussions between the
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Lithuanians and Germans, as the agreement was edited and amend
ments added.

On December 11 the Taryba made a statement. In Part I it an
nounced that the Lithuanian Taryba, as the authorized representa
tive of the Lithuanian nation, was declaring the restoration of Li
thuania as an independent state with its capital in Vilnius, based 
on the principle of a nation’s right to self-determination and the 
decision of the Lithuanian Conference in Vilnius from September 
18-23 1917, and was breaking off all connections the former Li
thuanian state had with other states. In Part Two the Taryba re
quested Germany’s protection and help to run the state and defend 
Lithuania’s affairs at the peace talks. It also spoke in support of a 
strong alliance between the two states. The Taryba had declared 
Lithuania a state, but under the occupation there was no guaran
tee that it would be recognized by the Germans. All the Taryba 
had were verbal promises that the Germans would recognize it 
and publicly announce Part One of the statement.

This statement declaring the state’s restoration was not an
nounced publicly and it remained an object of political machina
tions. Germany tried to use it when it began talks with Russia in 
Brest on December 22 1917 and produced Part One, as proof of 
Lithuania’s self-determination. The Bolshevik delegation disputed 
Lithuania’s independence, maintaining that Lithuania’s right to 
self-determination could only be exercised after a referendum, once 
the army of occupation had left and refugees had returned to their 
homeland. By declaring that nations had a right to self-determina
tion, the Bolsheviks did not really want to renounce any influence 
they might have on the self-determination process. Moreover, they 
wanted formal notification of the statement of December 11. Once 
again the Germans had to turn to the Lithuanians, and the Taryba 
decided to present them with their demands, the first of which
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asked for a written pledge from the Germans that they would rec
ognize Lithuania. On January 8 1918 the Taryba passed an amend
ment to Part One of the December 11 Act on the democratically 
elected Constituent Sejmas. When the Germans refused to accept 
this, the Taryba put pressure on them, demanding to know when 
the Germans would transfer power to the Taryba, when the Ger
man army would leave and when Germany would recognize Li
thuania. With the Brest talks proceeding intermittently, the Ger
mans only remembered about the notification of the 11 December 
Act at the end of January, and once again gave a verbal promise of 
recognition. The Taryba were asked to present two versions of the 
notification, one (a section of Part I) for Russia and the other (the 
whole act with the January 8 amendment) for Germany. On Janu
ary 26 1918, while it was discussing these proposals, the Taryba 
split, its left-wing members demanding that the Taryba be more 
decisive and declare independence, without paying any attention 
to the Germans. When the Taryba failed to agree with this, S. 
Kairys, M. Birziska, J. Vileisis and S. Narutavicius left. Although 
the act wanted by the Germans received 12 votes and was passed, 
it was not legal and the Germans lost their partner. The Taryba 
delegation was not even allowed to attend the Brest talks to in
form the Russian delegation of Lithuania’s self-determination. 
The Brest talks collapsed on 10 February and the Germans no 
longer required notification. The mood of the Taryba became more 
resolute and, without waiting for Germany’s recognition or guar
antees of it, the Taryba readied itself to take action. On February 
15 an agreement was reached over the acceptance of a new act, the 
old one having been amended by those members who had left the 
Taryba.

On February 16, the Taryba, led by J. Basanavicius, declared 
the Lithuanian Act of Independence, which the Taryba had passed
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unanimously. It stated that the Taryba of Lithuania, as the sole 
representative of the Lithuanian nation, was declaring the restora
tion of an independent, democratic Lithuanian state with its capi
tal in Vilnius, based on the principle of a nation’s right to self- 
determination and the decision of the Lithuanian Conference in 
Vilnius from September 18-23 1917, and was breaking off all con
nections the former Lithuanian state had with other nations. The 
Taryba also stated that the foundations of the Lithuanian state 
and its relations with other states would ultimately be decided by a 
democratic Constituent Sejmas, which should be elected as soon 
as possible.

The wording of this act is reminiscent of Part One of the De
cember 11 Act, the differences being the formula of a democratic 
state, the call for a Constituent Sejmas and the description of its 
functions. These additions, together with the omission of any de
scription of relations with Germany, show that the Taryba was 
tearing itself away from the German dictate and the compromises 
of the December 11 Act, and instead was exercising the Lithuanian 
nation’s right to establish a state of its own. Most importantly, 
despite the resistance of the German authorities, the act was an
nounced in the newspaper Lietuvos aidas and was spread through
out Lithuania and beyond its borders.

The Lithuanian Act of Independence on February 16 1918 marked 
the end of a 123 year period, when the Lithuanian nation was with
out its own state. The state of Lithuania was not on the world map, 
but it had not disappeared. Its traditions and the idea of its restora
tion inspired many generations of Lithuanians to join the struggle. 
Over that period the Lithuanian nation changed fundamentally
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and went from one characterized by Lithuanian gentry and other 
ethnic groups, which complemented each other but did not always 
concur, to becoming the modern Lithuanian nation, which united 
all of Lithuania’s social layers and was developing into a civil soci
ety. Having lived through and overcome a political decline, hav
ing repelled and surmounted the dangers of assimilation, and hav
ing fostered national and political awareness, the nation became a 
subject of both Lithuanian and international political life. The Li
thuanian nation and Lithuanian society restored the state under 
difficult circumstances, and did so exercising their right to self- 
determination, despite the interference and dissatisfaction of 
neighbours, Russia, Germany and Poland. Moreover, they did this 
without any allies.

The Lithuanian Act of Independence on February 16 also began 
a new period in the history of the Lithuanian nation as a state. 
Lithuania had been declared a state and this was a particularly 
significant victory. But the reality was that it still had to be estab
lished in circumstances which were politically complex and 
unfavourable. And so the job of building the state began.
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C H A P T E R  5

Lithuania in the Twentieth Century

5.1 The Republic o f Lithuania, 1918-40

The Creation of the Lithuanian Republic. The Declaration of Li
thuanian Independence on February 16 1918 marked the begin
ning of a new and incompletely formed political organism which 
required further growth and maturity, but we can talk now about 
Lithuania’s territory and its population. The Lithuanian Council 
or Taryba that united Lithuanian political forces on the interna
tional stage was an agent in international politics, but the Taryba 
did not have state authority. This circumstance influenced the 
Council’s agenda. It sought to take over control of the country, 
guarantee the country’s security and seek to gain recognition from 
other states. The Council had to operate under conditions of an 
on-going conflict in the World War and German occupation. Even 
the Declaration of Lithuanian Independence, as an expression of 
the nation’s will, was not a result of the actions of Lithuanians and 
the Taryba alone, but the consequence too of circumstances out
side Lithuanian control such as developments in the war, the Rus
sian Revolution and the interests of the German Empire that occu
pied Lithuanian territory.

The German authorities wanted to cause the Taryba to disperse, 
but they were satisfied with the demand to return to the declaration
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of December 11 1917 and the recognition of Lithuania on the ba
sis of that agreement. The Council negotiated but there were no 
contradictions between the two documents; the December 11 Act, 
the basis of Lithuano-German relations, remained valid. Permis
sion was requested to inform other states of Lithuanian indepen
dence and gain international recognition on the basis of the Febru
ary 16 Act. On March 3 Germany and Soviet1 Russia concluded a 
peace treaty. Russia renounced those ot its lands now occupied by 
Germany, including Lithuania. Disguising the annexionist nature 
of the separate peace with Russia, the Reichstag demanded recog
nition of Lithuanian independence and this recognition, granted 
on the basis of the December 11 Act, was published on March 23 
1918.

After recognition, as after the declaration of February 16, life in 
Lithuania continued much as before. The German military admin
istration remained, requisitions and self will on the part of the 
Germans also remained. The military authorities attempted to iso
late the Taryba. The increasing number of foes and hardship 
threatened to turn the population against the Taryba. The latter 
attempted to stabilise the situation, especially where relations with 
Poland and Germany were concerned. In May Lithuanian estate 
owners issued a declaration of their contribution to building a 
Lithuanian state. The landowners wanted to safeguard their es
tates from planned land reforms and gained some political weight 
for their class, but some of them acted out of civic loyalty to Li
thuania. We cannot rule out the effect of Warsaw’s instructions to 
hinder the creation of a Lithuanian state, since the Poles were hop
ing to form a united state. But the Polish Committee in Vilnius

1 Further the word Soviet will be used for communist council, to distinguish from 
Lithuanian Taryba and others, organized by parties, etc.
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rejected the Taryba’s proposals for co-operation. The apogee of 
contacts between Lithuanian and Polish emissaries is marked by 
the June 30 Treaty in Berlin. Poland obliged itself to grant recogni
tion and support to the Lithuanian state, if the Taryba guaran
teed equal political rights for the Poles in Lithuania. Settling the 
borders was postponed to a later date and Poland’s government 
took on the duty of quelling anti-Lithuanian agitation. Poland rati
fied this treaty and the Taryba set about putting its clauses into 
practice2.

After recognising Lithuania Germany put pressure on the Tary
ba to establish the military, transport, customs and monetary con
ventions provided for by the December 11 Act. Lithuania would 
become completely dependent on the Reich. The German authori
ties sought Lithuanian union with Prussia and Catholic opposition 
leaders in Germany proposed that the Lithuanians elect Duke Wil
helm von Urach-Wiirtemberg as their king. Manoeuvring between 
the Germans and implementing the sovereign rights endowed on 
Lithuania by its declaration of independence, on July 11 1918 the 
Taryba declared itself to be the Councuil of the Lithuanian State, 
proclaimed a constitutional monarchy and elected the Urach can
didate as King Mindaugas II. The union with Prussia became irrel
evant and plans to annex Lithuania collapsed. The Reich govern
ment refused to recognise the elections and the Taryba'’s change of 
name and demanded that the conventions be drawn up. The Tary
ba ceded its ground where its title was concerned but opposed the 
other demands. After German failure on the Western Front, the 
Taryba deluged the new, more liberal German government with 
notes on plans for the surrender of Vilnius to the Poles, but most 
important of all, it petitioned in favour of seetting up a Lithuanian

2 Lopata R., op. cit., p. 158-62.
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government, paying no account to the conventions. As it lost the 
war, Germany thought only of maintaining its influence in Lithua
nia. On October 20 the Germans announced that the Taryba was 
free to decide on order within Lithuania and form a government, 
while the German army would remain on site in order to defend 
Lithuania against the Bolsheviks.

On November 2 the Taryba revoked the royal election and pas
sed the Basic Law of the Provisional Constitution of the Lithua
nian State. The task of determining the final form the state was to 
take was left to the Foundation Seimas, or parliament. The State 
Taryba became a legislative body withn a presidium of three mem
bers. This would carry out the functions of the supreme state body 
via a cabinet of ministers responsible to the State Taryba. Antanas 
Smetona remained chairman of the Presidium while Augustinas 
Voldemaras became prime minister. A government was formed on 
November 11. The foundation stones of the Lithuanian Republic 
had been laid but the state still needed building. In its manifesto 
the government asked for the support of all the Lithuanian popu
lation, regardless of language and religion. The government’s pro
gramme was outlined briefly, mentioning the return of prisoners of 
war and a new land reform. The most important points were the 
calls to organise local government and a militia. Local government 
was organised with the help of parish committees. The Siauliai 
local authorities were elected in October 1918 and on December 
7-8 there was a meeting there of representatives from local dis
tricts. Local authorities formed in Marijampole, Rokiskis and else
where, although the process did not enjoy the same level of success 
everywhere. The militia was formed but this lacked money and 
weapons. An office registering war veterans was set up in Vilnius 
and volunteers were invited to become Lithuanian soldiers. On 
October 16 the first soldiers came to Vilnius and on November 23
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the organisation of the Lithuanian Army was declared. The inclu
sion of Belorussians and Jews in the Government and Taryba was 
important, but the Poles stayed on the sidelines.

On November 11 1918 the Treaty of Compiegne came into 
force and the First World War came to an end on the western front. 
Lithuania’s fate depended not only on the Lithuanian people and 
the efforts of its political forces, but oalso on the balance of power 
in eastern Europe and the stance taken by the Entente Powers in 
the future peace conference. The Treaty of Brest Litovsk was re
nounced and German forces remained in the territories taken from 
Russia, including Lithuania, to protect them from Bolshevik at
tack.

But the Germans were not a strong defence against the Bolshe
viks. In summer 1918 they ignored Bolshevik emissaries sent from 
Russia to Lithuania by the central bureau of the Lithuanian sec
tion of the Russian Communist (Bolshevik) Party [RCP(b)], per
haps in the hope that these would cause disruptions and the pres
ence of German forces would still be required. Representatives of 
the small Bolshevik detachments founded the Lithuanian Commu
nist (Bolshevik) Party [LKP(b)] in Vilnius on October 1-3. This 
announced its complete dependence on the RCP(b) and declared 
that it would keep that party’s programme that supported national 
self-determination. It described the introduction of a bolshevik re
gime by force and union with Soviet Russia was freedom. In early 
December the LKP(b) organised a Workers’ Soviet and declared a 
Provisional Revolutionary Lithuanian Workers’ and Peasants’ Gov
ernment. These were necessary to Soviet Russia as cover for invad
ing the territories ceded at Brest Litovsk and exporting the so
cialist revolution. It was preparing for a march westwards. On 
December 7 the Red Army mobilised and on December 12 it 
reached ethnographic Lithuania. The Germans retreated to avoid
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contact with the Red Army. The fledgling Lithuanian Republic had 
still not formed an army of its own and so it found itself in deadly 
peril.

In mid-December 1918 the situation in Lithuania’s political cen
tre, Vilnius, was particularly tense. Here was where the State Ta- 
ryba and the Lithuanian Government operated and its growing 
structures were not the strongest in this German-occupied town. 
The Workers’ Soviet gathered its fighting groups. The Polish Com
mittee acted in accordance with instructions from Warsaw and had 
control of the main Polish Military Organisation [Polska Orga- 
nizacja Wojskowa -  POW] forces in Vilnius. The situation was 
complicated further by changes in the Lithuanian government when 
its leaders left on December 20 for Western Europe to gain loans 
and official recognition and it became necessary to form Mykolas 
Slezevicius’s government. This set about sorting out Lithuanian 
domestic affairs with gusto, but it was fated not to work long in 
Vilnius as the Red Army approached. Discussions with the Poles 
broke down disagreements over the Lithuanian state itself. As the 
Red Army neared Vilnius and the Germans withdrew, a situation 
developed in the town that is difficult to describe. On January 1 
1919 the Lithuanians raised the Lithuanian flag above Gediminas 
castle, the heart of the Lithuanian state. The Germans handed the 
town over to the Poles who did not avoid military conflict. The 
Poles inflicted a heavy defeat on the Soviet detachments. On Janu
ary 2 1919 the Lithuanian government transferred temporarily to 
Kaunas, leaving its representative M. Birziska behind in Vilnius 
with a small band of soldiers. The Red Army entered Vilnius on 
January 5-6. The POW  was driven out and the Lithuanians with
drew on January 6. The Red Army continued its march further 
westwards and the retreating Germans halted only after the 
Entente’s military supremo, Marshall Ferdinand Foch, intervened
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as the German line became imperilled at the Libau-Kaisiadorys 
Railway and the middle of the Nemunas Basin. The bolshevik at
tack ceased and the front divided Lithuania in half. To the east of 
the front line the Red Army was master and to the west the Lithua
nian Government operated and the German army stood its ground.

Following in the footsteps of the Red Army a mysterious Li
thuanian Provisional Revolutionary Workers’ and Peasants’ Gov
ernment that had been formed God knows when moved to Vilnius 
led by the RCP(b) marionette Vincas Mickevicius-Kapsukas. This 
sent emissaries after the Red Army and organised bolshevik sovi
ets in occupied territory. On February 18-20 1919 a congress of 
soviets met in Vilnius to set up the Lithuanian Soviet Republic as a 
marionette of the RCP(b). the formation of a quasi-state of the 
proletariate and poor peasants by the RCP(b)/LKP(b) and the Red 
Army was intended to become a link in the chain of world revolu
tion and a link with other communist states. It paid no attention to 
the national interests of the Lithuanian population. Cries of com
munist equality and the nationalisation of industrial firms and es
tates did attract the masses in some places but as it became clear 
that the peasants would not be gaining any land but would instead 
be organised on socialist farms, the soviets’ popularity vanished 
and the bolsheviks could only rely on the Red Army. The condition 
of the other marionette Belorussian Soviet Republic, from which 
the Poles had seized Brest, was complex. Concentrating its forces 
the RCP(b) otdered both republics to be joined on January 19 and 
on February 27 1919 the Soviet Republic of Litbel was born.

The Lithuanian State Taryba and government in Kaunas acted 
as state-builders and their most important task was to form an 
army to beat back Red Army aggression. This army was pulled 
together from volunteers and conscripts. At the beginning of 1919 
the German divisions were still the strongest anti-bolshevik force
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but in early February the Red Army had to face newly-formed Li
thuanian divisions. On February 7-10 at Kedainiai and February 
15 near Alytus Lithuanian army divisions halted and pushed back 
the Red Army. That was the Lithuanian troops’ baptsim of fire. In 
March the Germans and the Lithuanian partisans freed north
western Lithuania from the bolsheviks and Lithuanians gradually 
replaced Germans on the front line until on August 25 1919 they 
drove the Red Army out of Lithuania.

Under war conditions the Lithuanian government consistently 
founded institutions to carry out state functions: ministries, courts, 
customs points, and it set up representations abroad. Governments 
changed often in 1919, and so in order to strengthen central au
thority a comission of political parties decided to change the Pro
visional Constitution and introduce the institution of president 
who would enjoy broad rights. On April 4 1919 the State Taryba 
elected A. Smetona as the first president of Lithuania.

In early 1919 the Lithuanian delegation at the Paris Peace Con
ference sought admission for Lithuania to the conference as a par
ticipant, that Lithuania be recognised within its new borders and 
that aid be given to comabt the bolsheviks. The Entente Powers 
stated most often that the German Army was in Lithuania (they 
had ordered it remain there), that the unity of Russian territory 
should be maintained (the USA’s position) or that attention should 
be paid to the interests of Poland as the free world’s main bulwark 
against Soviet Russia (the French stance) and so they delayed 
recognising Lithuania and granting it loans. Anxiety over the battle 
against bolshevism caused the Entente Powers to follow the situa
tion in Lithuania (to that end military missions were sent there) 
and to help organise the army and soften the position on loans. 
Most active was Great Britain which was the first of the Entente 
Powers to recognise Lithuania de facto on September 15 1919.

328



Apart from the war with Soviet Russia and Litbel, Lithuania 
had other no less serious troubles; primarily with Poland. The 
Council of Polish Regents set up by the Germans on November 11 
1918 handed over power to Jozef Pilsudski, leader of the Polish 
legions which had fougt on the German side. This meant a decla
ration of Polish independence. Among the new state’s first prob
lems was its great-power pretensions against Lithuania. While the 
Germans occupied Lithuania, Poland could not use force, but un
der cover of the fight against Litbel J. Pilsudski attacked bolshevik 
Vilnius on April 19 1919, took the town and turned towards terri
tories controlled by the Lithuanian government. Military conflict 
between Poles and Lithuanians ensued. To halt the conflict be
tween states fighting against Soviet Russia, the Entente Powers, 
favouring Poland as a defence against the Soviets and ignoring 
Lithuanian security, set up a demarcation line between the two 
that left Vilnius on the Polish side and was unacceptable to Lithua
nia; the line was also open to infringement by Polish forces invad
ing Lithuanian territory. Through POW  organisations Poland at
tempted to bring about a coup d’etat in Lithuania. On August 22 
Polska Organizacja Wojskowa attacked the Lithuanian garrison 
in Seinai and prepared to sieze power in Kaunas. The coup was 
planned at a time of great difficulties for Lithuania, as it was fight
ing against the Red Army and the Bermondt soldiers. But Lithua
nian security services detected the coup on August 18-29 and it 
failed. Diplomatic contacts between Poland and Lithuania did not 
improve relations either in 1919. The point of departure for both 
sides were their views on Vilnius and union; Lithuanian attempted 
to push the argument into the international arena but Poland op
posed such moves.

The third danger facing Lithuania in 1919 was posed by the 
Bermondtists. When German army divisions were removed from
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the Baltic countries in 1919 bands of White Russian soldiers sup
ported by Germany and led by Pavel Bermondt concentrated their 
forces. They proclaimed they would restore an undivided Russia 
and were against the independence of the Baltic States. German 
militarists, the remnants of General Rudiger von der Goltz’s army, 
supported Bermondt and his bands were supplemented by Ger
mans in local uniforms who co-ordinated the action. On July 26 
the Bermondtists invaded northern Lithuania, terrorising and rob
bing the local population and the stability of the Lithuanian state 
came under threat. Because they were still fighting the bolsheviks, 
the Lithuanians concentrated their forces against Bermondt’s divi
sions only as autumn approached and, co-ordinating their actions 
with the Latvians, they defeated the Bermondtists on November 
21-23 at Siauliai and Radviliskis. The last of the Bermondtists re
treated for Germany on December 15.

After winning on two of three fronts (against the Red Army, 
Bermondt and Poland) Lithuanians returned to domestic affairs. 
On November 20 1919 the Elections to the Foundation Seimas 
Law was passed. Voting rights were granted to all citizens over the 
age of 21 (17 in the case of soldiers) and elections were to be car
ried out directly and by secret ballot. Lists of candidates were 
drawn up by political parties and national minorities. Around 90 
percent of those eligible voted in the elections of April 14-16 1920. 
112 representatives were elected of whom 59 were Christian 
Democrats, 29 came from the Peasants’ Union and Socialist 
People’s Party, and 12 were Social Democrats. There were two 
non-party representatives, six Jews, three Poles and one German. 
On May 5 1920 the Foundation Seimas declared Lithuania to be a 
democratic republic and on June 12 it passed the Provisional Con
stitution that proclaimed the seimas as the highest government or
gan. Seimas Chariman A. Stulginskis became the president of the
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Republic. On June 19 1920 the Seimas confirmed a ministerial 
cabinet headed by Kazys Grinius.

The first resolutions of the Foundation Seimas brought the cre
ation of the Lithuanian state to its conclusion. The Lithuanian 
Republic, founded as a satte for the modern Lithuanian Nation 
combined the qualities of the national and civic society of a demo
cratic state. This best met the interests of all loyal citizens of the 
Lithuanian state. The Seimas elections and resolutions speeded up 
the process of Lithuania’s international recognition. This was done 
de facto by France on May 11 1920 and in 1920-22 there followd 
mass de facto and de jure recognitions of the Lithuanian Republic. 
In 1921 Lithuania became a member of the League of Nations.

Vilnius and Klaipeda. Two problems that struck at the heart of the 
Lithuanian state remained to be solved, and these were to have 
great influence on the domestic conditions and foreign policy of 
Lithuania. These were the matter of which state held Vilnius and 
the joining of the Klaipeda Region to Lithuania.

Poland held Vilnius and a large part of eastern and southern 
Lithuania (Suvalkija, Suwalki) as of 1919. The dispute over Vilnius 
and its surrounding district was not a simple territorial dispute, as 
sometimes it is portrayed. Lithuanians were a numerical minoroty 
in Vilnius which was dominated by Jews and Poles, and to a lesser 
degree by Belorussians and Russians. The Lithuanian mass of the 
village population in eastern Lithuania was divided up in more 
than one place by Belorussian areas or islands of local increasingly 
polonised populations, while in the small and large towns Jews 
were predominant. However, Vilnius had been the historical capi
tal of Lithuania and Lithuanians alone, the centre of the nation’s 
life even under Russian rule. When the prohibition on printing 
Lithuanian texts in the Roman alphabet was lifted in 1904 and
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conditions were created for legal socio-cultural and political activ
ity, Vilnius became a centre of activity for and the de facto capital 
of the modern Lithuanian nation as it fought for its liberty and 
state, whether it was subject to annexation by the tsar or occupa
tion by the Germans. This is where the Great Seimas of 1905 met; 
the Lithuanian Tary bas/Lithuanian State Taryba and the first gov
ernments worked in Vilnius and it was here that cultural orga
nisations operated that covered the whole of the country. Lithua- 
nianicity returned to the town and stood alongside Russian, 
Jewish, Polish and Belorussian political and cultural institutions. 
Vilnius was part of the Lithuanian national consciousness and the 
full-blooded Lithuanian state inconceivable without it. In other 
words, Vilnius was of existential significance for Lithuania both in 
the international arena and in domestic life.

Poland had pretensions to Vilnius too and Lithuanian/Vilnius 
Poles and Poland were active in this matter. Most of Lithuania’s 
Poles were polonised ex-Lithuanian gentry and burghers who re
jected their Lithuanian identity at the beginning of the twentieth 
century during the final phase of the process of modern nation 
formation and declared themselves to be Poles. They associated 
themselves with the Polish nation and Polish culture. Their politi
cal groups sought to join Poland. But the Poles were not in an 
absolute majority in either Vilnius or the whole of Eastern Lithua
nia and they had no histiorically-based arguments for cutting Vil
nius off from Lithuania. While the Lithuanians, on the other hand, 
declared equal political and cultural rights for the whole popula
tion of Lithuania when they created their civic state.

Two views of Lithuania came to the fore in Poland. One was 
federalist and was held by J. Pilsudki wich recognised Lithuanians’ 
right to have their own state only in union with Poland; while the 
National Democrats held the annexioniost view that Lithuania,
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Belorussia and Ukraine should be joined to the Polish state. Both 
views denied Lithuanian independence and were based on a per
verted understanding of the history and heritage of the Common
wealth of the Two Nations, whereby, ignoring the Commonwealth 
nations, everything connected with the pre-1795 state was Polish; 
these views also appropriated the national aspirations of the Pol
ish minority in Lithuania and identified the needs of the fight 
against Bolshevism with the creation of a Polish super-state. The 
Poles created their state not only in line with the slogans of the 
national movement, but also they cultivated the mention of the 
interests of nations that had been connected with them in the past 
and tried to impress their own will on these peoples, including the 
Lithuanians, and annex them.

The seizure of Vilnius and part of eastern Lithuania in 1919 
was a move towards making these aims a reality. Lithuania, like 
Estonia and Latvia and Poland too were encouraged by the En
tente powers to fight Soviet Russia (Litbel was abolished on July 
25 1919), On September 11 1919 Russia offered peace talks to the 
Baltic States. Lithuania was held back from negotiations by its re
solve to fight Bolshevism. On December 8 1919 the Entente de
fined Poland’s eastern border, the so-called Curzon Line, recog
nising Seinai and Suwalki as part of Poland and leaving the Vilnius 
Question unresolved. It was impossible to treat with Poland with
out renouncing Vilnius and in early 1920 Poland infringed the de
marcation line. Poland seemed more dangerous than Russia and 
peace with the latter seemed useful. In addition the Entente pow
ers changed their policy towards Russia and did not oppose Li
thuanian negotiations with the bolsheviks.

At the beginning of May 1920 negotiations with Moscow be
gan. Russia pressed a military alliance against Poland on Lithuania 
while Lithuania sought neutrality. On July 12 1920 the peace
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treaty was signed. Russian recognised Lithuania with its capital in 
Vilnius unconditionally, took on the obligation to observe its neu
trality and Lithuania’s border with Russia was drawn according to 
ethnographic and historical criteria and almost coincided com
pletely with Lithuania’s ethnic eastern boundaries in the sixteenth 
century. Lithuania was left with Vilnius, Trakai, Lyda, Grodno and 
Seinai. During the talks some of the lands recognised as Lithuanian 
were under Polish occupation and as Russian armies marched on 
Poland they came close to Vilnius. So Lithuania, partly breaking 
its own neutrality, had to agree to the appendix to the treaty al
lowing Russia to use the territory recognised as Lithuanian and 
out of which the Bolsheviks might drive the Poles, until the end of 
the war against Poland. The treaty confirmed Lithuania’s interna
tional position and the concessions to Russia provoked reaction 
on the part of Poland.

In summer 1920 pressure from the Red Army forced Poland to 
take note of Lithuania and the League of Nations and, under pres
sure from Great Britain, it agreed on July 10 to return Vilnius to 
Lithuania and withdraw back behind the Curzon Line. Vilnius’s 
fate was to be decided by a regional conference with the Entente. 
But while the Poles used force to prevent the Lithuanians from 
moving into Vilnius, the Red Army entered the town on July 14, 
followed by Lithuanian contingents on July 15. Lithuania suc
ceeded in gaining Russian withdrawl from Vilnius and on August 
27 Lithuania took the town over. The Lithuanian state authorities 
began to move back to Lithuania.

In Suwalki the Lithuanians crossed the Curzon Line and occu
pied the ethnic Lithuanian lands abandoned by the Poles. Al
though both Poland and Lithuania took part in discussions with 
states in the region to co-ordinate action against Soviet Russia and 
negotiations between the two were joined, after the victory on the
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Vistula won by the Poles on August 15 1920, war action began in 
Suwalki on August 28. Suwalki and Seinai changed hands several 
times and a nervous League of Nations required a ceasefire on 
September 20, that the Curzon Line be respected and that Poland 
should not intervene in Grodno and Lyda that were still under Red 
Army occupation but had been recognised as Lithuanian. The in
structions were respected but Poland who was militarily the stron
ger party was not prepared to obey them for long and, in order to 
prevent Grodno and Lyda being handed over to Lithuania, Poland 
began the Niemen (Nemunas) Operation and launched an attack 
towards Lyda via Lithuanian territory. A plan was formulated once 
more to sieze Vilnius and a large swath of Lithuanian land under 
the guise of pursuing the Red Army. Reacting to the League of 
Nations and especially British pressure, Pilsudski proposed nego
tiations to Lithuania to divert attention.

The Lithuano-Polish War proceeded at the same time as the 
unfinished Polish-Russian War. After signing a peace treaty with 
Russia Lithuania could have found itself in that country’s shadow. 
However, it did not become a Soviet ally against Poland. Russia 
carried out aggression against Poland and Poland was aggressive 
to Lithuania and the Ukraine and aggressively ignored Belorussia. 
Polish aggression and the ambiguous behaviour of the western 
states pushed Lithuania onto Russia’s side but Lithuania did not 
fall to Russia’s charms. Lithuania’s anti-Soviet position was clear 
from its international actions too. Russia created tension and com
plicated the issues of the Lithuano-Polish-Russian border in nego
tiations that had begun with Poland.

Lithuano-Polish negotiations were held in Suwalki on Septem
ber 30 1920, although Poland attacked to the east of Grodno in 
order to control the railway that was necessary to Lithuania for 
transferring its army from Suwalki to Vilnius. Under supervision
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of the League of Nations military control commission a prelimi
nary peace treaty was signed on October 7 and registered in the 
League’s secretariate. The treaty drew a demarcation line bewteen 
Poland and Lithuania along which miliatry operations were to 
cease. In the south west this followed the Curzon line and in the 
east it went from the Nemunas-Merkys Basin to the Vilnius-Lyda 
railway. It was agreed to draw up the eastern section later but 
Vilnius remained on the Lithuanian side. The treaty satisfied nei
ther side, but Lithuania hoped to draw the League of Nations into 
the conflict with Poland, strengthen Vilnius’ s defences and pre
pare for furher negotiations with Poland. Poland knew the next 
day it would break the treaty.

On October 8 1920 a group of Polish soldiers led by General 
Lucjan Zeligowski and apparently disobeying Warsaw, attacked 
Vilnius from the south. Lithuania did not manage to locate its 
troops in Vilnius and on October 9 General Zeligowski’s trops 
entered the town. The Lithuanian government retreated to Kaunas 
and the general declared he would establish a Central Lithuanian 
State (Litwa Z,rodkowa) with its capital in Vilnius. The leader of 
this state would be the general himself and Pifsudski and other 
Polish leaders lamented that they did not know what was going on 
in yet another act of aggression against Lithuania which they had 
organised themselves. Poland distanced itself from L. Zeligowski, 
and the League of Nations which at first condemned the 
infringemenmt of the treaty of Suwalki reconciled itself with the 
policy of acts by Poland which was regarded as a defence against 
Soviet Russia. Vilnius found itself for the second time in a short 
period of time in a quasi-state created by foreign force majeure. 
Both times the interventionist powers’ propaganda was used to 
justify their actions demagogically; the Soviets had declared a so
cialist revolution while Zeligowski with his Polish army divisions
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spoke without any warrant in the name of the population of the 
whole of eastern Lithuania.

The Lithuanians sought to concentrate all their efforts for the 
Poles had driven deep into Lithuania. On November 19-23 1920 
the Lithuanian army won a battle against the Poles near Sirvintos 
and Giedraiciai to the north of Vilnius and thereby gained a tacti
cal advantage. However, the League of Nations ordered an end to 
the war and a truce was signed on November 29 under pressure 
from the League’s Military Control Commission. The League took 
upon itself the task of supervising a resolution to the dispute. Li
thuania consented to a neutral plebiscite but there was no one to 
organise such a thing in the occupied area and the Poles refused to 
withdraw their forces, despite the League’s demands. Proposals 
were made for Lithuania and Poland to resolve their dispute with 
the help of the League’s chairman, Paul Hymans. In the search for 
a compromise Hymans suggested handing Vilnius over to Lithua
nia, which would then comprise two cantons, of Vilnius and Kau
nas, and Poland and Lithuania could be united in a way reminis
cent of the old Union. Poland would not agree to this because it 
had already decided on the annexation of Vilnius and Lithuania 
could not agree because it would mean a restriction on its sover
eignty. Negotiations broke down in 1921.

J. Pilsudski hoped to use “Central Lithuania” to unite the Re
public of Lithuania with Poland. After Poland took the road to 
annexation this area had to be annexed without complaint from 
the international community. On January 8 1922 elections were 
held under occupation conditions to the “Central Lithuanian” sejm 
and officially 60 percent of voters took part. The elections were 
boycotted by Lithuanians, Jews and some Belorussians and a cer
tain percentage had doubts over whether they should vote. This 
onesidedly Polish sejm resolved on February 20 to join Poland and

337



on March 24 the Sejm of the Polish Republic confirmed this. Thus 
Vilnius, eastern Lithuania and southern Suvalkija for the first time 
in history found themselves in a Polish state. Lithuania regarded 
this as unlawful and western states in the Ambassadors’ Confer
ence acknowledged it on March 15 1920 despite Lithuanian pro
tests.

Resolving the Vilnius Question in this way did not bring stabil
ity to the region. Lithuania broke all relations with Poland and 
considered that they were in a state of war and between them lay a 
demarcation line and not a state border. Lithuanians could not 
reconcile themselves with the loss of their capital and this left its 
mark on the whole of the republic’s life for the next twenty years 
in both domestic and foreign policy. In the Lithuanian Constitu
tions Vilnius had been proclaimed the state’s capital. Hostility to
wards Poland and Poles festered. For example, the the lands of 
estate-owners who had moved to Poland or served in the Polish 
army were the first objects of the new land reform. Between 1925 
and 1938 a public Vilnius Liberation Union was active. In 1937 it 
had 27,000 members and 600,000 supporters. This organisation 
propagated the ideas of restoring Vilnius to Lithuania and became 
a factor in national integration. In both Lithuania and Poland the 
treatment of ethnic minorities was monitored carefully. For ex
ample, in 1927 when the Polish authorities began pressurising 
Lithuanian education in the Vilnius District (as the Polish-occu
pied part of eastern Lithuania came to be called), the Lithuanian 
government responded by making new demands on Polish schools. 
The Vilnius Question hindered League of Nations attempts to 
regulate Polish-Lithuanian relations and in 1927 and 1928 nego
tiations broke down as both sides refused to alter their stances. On 
the other hand the Soviet-Lithuanian Treaty of 1926 recognised 
Vilnius as Lithuanian.
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After Poland occupied the Vilnius District and transformed it 
into one of the Polish wojewodztwa, or basic administrative units, 
it gained more disadvantages than it did advantages. Unregulated 
relations with Lithuania made Poland’s political position more dif
ficult and neighbouring states such as Germany and the Soviet 
Union gained an opportunity to make use of unstability near Pol
ish borders. Within the Polish Republic Vilnius served only as the 
satisfaction of the ambitions of J. Pilsudski, a descendant of Ze- 
maitian boiars, and a society obsessed with nationalism and mega
lomania and it became a focus for regional tension which could 
not be overcome. Concessions made to Poland by the Western 
states, as it formed a great state at the expense of other nations, in 
the hope that it would form a powerful shield against a Soviet 
invasion of Europe, did not gain justification.

Vilnius itself suffered the most. It lost its connections with its 
Lithuanian hinterland and its sphere of influence contracted con
siderably. In thirty years Vilnius did not grow and it was home to 
205,000 people in 1909 and 209,000 in 1939. Of non-provincial- 
rank institutions Vilnius had only its university. The refounding of 
the university had been declared in 1918 by the Lithuanian Taryba 
and by Polish activists in 1919 and the soviets and it was only 
really refounded on October 11 1919. It attained a high level of 
scholarship. In other walks of life Vilnius was merely just another 
provincial Polish town.

After annexing the Vilnius District and Suwalki, Poland gained 
a disobedient national minority of around 200,000 Lithuanians. 
Relations between these and the Polish authorities did not develop 
well and the Lithuanians fought for their civic and ethnic rights. 
The authorities were concerned with quelling any contact with in
dependent Lithuania and the polonisation of both Lithuanians and 
Belorussians. While Jurgis Matulaitis [Jerzy Matulewicz] was
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bishop of Vilnius between 1918 and 1925 disagreements over 
which languages could be used in church calmed down even dur
ing periods of high political tension. The new bishop, Romuald 
Jalbrzykowski took steps against Lithuanian culture immediately 
in 1926. The authorities were concerned with transferring Polish 
colonists to the Vilnius District and during the period of land re
forms more than 900 pieces of land were granted to soldiers from 
Poland.

In the Polish state Lithuanians were a socially active and 
organised community3. The Temporary Vilnius Lithuanian Com
mittee founded on April 22 1919 concentrated the efforts of all 
Lithuanians and its sphere of activity was the defence of Lithua
nian civic and ethnic rights in state institutions, looking after Li
thuanian schools and establishments and giving assistance to the 
fostering of Lithuanicity. The educational associations Rytas 
(Morning), founded in 1913, Svencioniij, Rytas (Svencionys Morn
ing), founded 1920 and Kultura active from 1927 were active. In 
1927 these had around 170 schools in the Vilnius District (in com
parison the number of state primary schools in 1922 was 50, fall
ing to 2 Lithuanian and 30 bilingual schools in 1938). The Lithua
nian Teachers’ Association (1925), the Lithuanian St Casimir 
Society for young people (est.1925; in 1934 it had 405 sections 
and 16,000 members), the Lithuanian Farm Association (est. 
1926; with 130 sections and 1,600 members, 140 young farmers’ 
groups and 14 co-operatives in 1935), charitable, cultural and 
other foundations functioned and the Lithuanian press was strong. 
Lithuanian infrastructure consolidated Lithuanians from Lithua
nian lands within the Polish Republic, fostered their identity and

3 Makowski B., Litwini tv Polsce 1920-1939, Warsaw, 1986; Makauskas B., Vilnijos 
lietuviai 1920-1930, Vilnius, 1991.
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one of its areas of activity involved the maintenance of contacts 
with independent Lithuania and the strengthening of Lithuanian 
positions in disputes with Poland. The Lithuanian state did not 
lose hope that it would regain control of the lands seized by Po
land but it did not support Lithuanian activity in the Vilnius Dis
trict openly. Such activities did not please the Polish authorities 
and were subject to continuous hindrance and repression. In 1922 
33 Lithuanian activists were exiled to independent Lithuania and 
in 1927 the Lithuanian educational system met with repression. 
The position of Lithuanians in Poland and Poles in Lithuania de
pended largely on the relation between the two states and the 
methods employed by them. In the mid-1930s after Poland chose a 
method of pressurising Lithuania, there were strict repressive mea
sures agianst Lithuanian organisations, schools and the press in 
the Vilnius District. In 1935-38 the wojewoda (leader) of the Vil
nius district, Ludwik Bocianski, orgainsed on his own initiative 
and with the support of Warsaw press campaigns against Lithua
nians, demanding that Lithuanian priests be dismissed, he closed 
down the Temporary Vilnius Lithuanian Committee (which was 
operating illegally) and all the other societies mentioned above. 
But the repressive measures did not change the orientation of Li
thuanians in the Polish state towards Lithuanian national values.

Another problem facing the Lithuanian Republic that was still 
unsolved in 1920 involved the Klaipeda District (Memelland). This 
was a part of Lithuania Minor (Mazoji Lietuva) the land inhabited 
by Lithuanians in the Prussian/German state on right-hand side 
of the Nemunas basin stretching as far as the port of Klaipeda in 
the north. The separation of this area into a single unit was the 
result of the First World War and the formation of the Lithuanian 
State. At the beginning of the war Lithuanian political activists 
expressed the hope that after the great conflict ended Lithuanian
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Minor would be united with the rest of Lithuanian lands that had 
been included in the German and Russian states from 1916 onwards 
when these people spoke of the future Lithuanian state they spoke 
of the necessity of having a port and there was even talk about 
German promises to hand over Klaipeda to Lithuania after a tran
sitional period of twenty five years. The voices of people in Lithua
nia Minor could also be heard and on November 16 1918 a Prus
sian Lithuanian National Council was formed in Tilsit which took 
on the leadership of the Lithuania Minor political movement. On 
November 30 1918 this group declared the determination of the 
local population, on the basis of the right of national self-determi
nation, to join Lithuania. The transfer of Lithuania Minor to Li
thuania was approved of by Poland, who was interested in weak
ening Germany and hoped to gain Klaipeda along with the rest of 
Lithuania. The Lithuania Minor issue was prepared for the Peace 
Conference but on June 28 1919 the Treaty of Versailles removed 
only the land to the north of the Nemunas from Germany and this 
was handed over to the allies for control as the Klaipeda District. 
There were plans to internationalise and open up the Nemunas 
and this was of concern to Poland too.

At the beginning of 1921 the Klaipeda District was handed over 
to France for administration in the name of the Entente Powers. 
Lithuania was determined to take over the whole of Lithuania 
Minor and on March 20 1920 representatives of the Prussian Li
thuanian National Council including Martynas Jankus were co
opted onto the Lithuania Taryba. On November 11 1921 the Foun
dation Seimas passed a resolution to join Lithuania Minor to the 
Lithuanian State. That was a declaration but the Entente did not 
wish to hand over klaipeda to the still unrecognised Lithuanian 
state. Within the Klaipeda District itself the situation became more 
complex. The local population numbered around 140,000, Lithua-
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nians and Germans in almost equal proportions, although the Li
thuanians dominated the villages and the Germans the towns. The 
people of Klaipeda were nervous about being cut off from Ger
many. They were anxious about the economic prospectrs facing 
the Lithuanian Republic and the Germans were worried about be
ing under Lithuanian authority. The French Administration and 
the political classes of Klaipeda society began to propagate the 
idea of a Freistaat as an alternative to Lithuania and the formation 
of a free state attracted the attention of structures within the 
League of Nations.

Now the Lithuanian government became worried and decided 
to improvise an uprising within the Klaipeda District and thereby 
annex it. On December 22 1922 a Supreme Committee for the 
Preservation of Lithuania Minor was formed by members of the 
Prussian Lithuanian National Council to lead the Uprising offi
cially and muster groups of Klaipeda volunteers. Other prepara
tory work took place in Lithuania. A group of almost 350 men 
was recruited from the Lithuanian army and the military Riflemen’s 
Association and commanded by Jonas Polovinskis-Budrys. Of 
these 350 men around 300 were from Klaipeda. On January 10 
1923 this group entered the Klaipeda District and after exchang
ing gun fire with the French on January 15 they seized Klaipeda. 
The congress of sections from the Supreme Committee for the Pres
ervation of Lithuania Minor announced that the Klaipeda district 
was being joined to the Lithuanian Republic with autonomous 
rights and this was confirmed by the Seimas on January 24.

The Entente Powers reacted sensitively to the Uprising and the 
participation therein of Lithuanian groups. British and French 
warships sailed into Klaipeda harbour and a Polish ship also put in 
an appearance. The commissioners of the Ambassadors’ Confer
ence in Klaipeda demanded Lithuanian troops be removed from

343



the District and that ethnically mixed government structures be 
introduced. Lithuania complied and on February 16 1923 the 
Ambassadors’ Conference handed over sovereign rights to the 
Klaipeda District to Lithuania. For a year the situation was dis
cussed in the League and there were arguments over the size of the 
autonomous area and the status of the port of Klaipeda. Poland 
was particularly active and sought to control Klaipeda and have 
the Nemunas river internationalised. Polish attentions were fought 
off but Lithuania had to consent to give the district wide autonomy 
and oppose the idea that Klaipeda was some how compensation 
for the loss of Vilnius. On May 8 1924 Lithuania, Great Britain, 
France, Italy and Japan signed the convention handing Klaipeda 
over to Lithuania. The Convention’s signatories became guaran
tors with controlling rights over the convention and Klaipeda’s 
autonomous rights. Broad autonomy was envisaged for the Klai
peda District with citizenship elements. The District had its won 
legislative body elected by the local citizenry, the Seimelis (“die- 
tine”), and an executive authority, the directorate. Lithuanian cen
tral authorities were represented by a governor. Lithuanian and 
German were recognised as official languages. The port was to be 
run by management from the Lithuanian government, the Klai
peda Directorate and League of Nations’ representatives. Free 
transit was demanded to the port of Klaipeda via the Nemunas 
and the railways. The latter requirement was sabotaged by the 
Lithuanian government as a Polish pretension, but the others were 
implemented.

Lithuania itself came out in favour of autonomy for the Klai
peda District but the documentation that was signed was drawn 
up in a way that was unfavourable to Lithuania and of bad quality 
and was possible to interpret the texts in various ways. In eco
nomic matters and often in politics the District’s population
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avoided rapprochement with Kaunas. The annexation of Klaipeda 
was useful to Lithuania economically and it expanded the 
coutnry’s economy hinterland; turnover in the port increased, al
though the Nemunas river timber transports were lost. The popu
lation figures for Klaipeda town grew. In 1910 it had 21,500 in
habitants, 35,000 in 1925 and 51,200 in 1939. More important 
still for Lithuania was that Klaipeda was its only port and through 
Klaipeda 70-80 percent of Lithuanian exports were transported 
and around 30 percent of industrial goods were produced in the 
District. Paradoxically the annexation was least useful to Lithua
nian peasants because they came face to face with stiff competition 
from Klaipeda District farms.

In 1928 Germany recognised that Klaipeda was part of Lithua
nia but German revanchist classes openly supported and encour
aged anti-Lithuanian elements in the District as the German gov
ernment did secretly. Lithuanian lacked the time and money to 
pusrue a policy of bringing the District closer to the rest of the 
country and there were excesses in their attempts to Lithuanise the 
area. There were different interests at play here -  of the Klaipeda 
Lithuanians and Germans and the Kaunas government, for ex
ample. The German agencies were active here. It was difficult to 
assimilate the Klaipeda District into general Lithuanian political 
and economic life.

The two problems that were essential to the life of the Li
thuanian state were dealt with in different ways. For the first time 
in its history a Lithuanian state held part of Lithuania Minor, the 
Klaipeda District. The conditions that regulated the dependence of 
this area on Lithuania were not too favourable and made possible 
anti-Lithuanian activities on the part of local Germans and Ger
man agencies. However, economic interests, the post-war weak
ness of Germany and the Lithuanian government’s policy in the
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area allowed relative stability to be maintained which was benefi
cial to both Lithuania and the Klaipeda District itself. The situa
tion developed differently on the Lithuanian eastern borders, 
where Poland seized Lithuania’s historic capital, Vilnius, and the 
cradle of the old Lithuanian state. There was an insuperable coun
terbalance between Lithuania and Poland that had a negative ef
fect on the lives of ethnic minority communities in both states as 
well as on the condition of Vilnius itself. In the cases of both 
Vilnius and Klaipeda the victorious powers made concessions to 
Lithuania’s more powerful partners and did not try to liquidate 
the source of inter-state tensions or the reasons why they devel
oped. If they did make such an attempt, it was at Lithuania’s ex
pense, as it was compelled to stand down to Poland for the benefit 
of the fight against communism or to Germany which was much 
more important than Lithuania when it returned to the interna
tional arena after 1933. The politicians of those states were in
clined to ignore Lithuania as a small and weak agent and did not 
appreciate the processes that had taken place in Lithuania at the 
beginning of the twentieth century, the consequences of the forma
tion of the modern Lithuanian nation, that nation’s aspirations 
and the things essential for its existence, its experience in the fight 
for its rights and liberty in the Russian Empire and its boldness in 
defending these rights and liberties under new conditions. The 
sources of tension were left on Lithuania’s borders and Lithuania 
alone was incapable of extinguishing them.

The Parliamentary Democratic Republic, 1920-26. As we have 
mentioned, the Foundation Seimas proclaimed Lithuania to be a 
democratic republic on May 15 1920. Kaunas became its tempo
rary capital and the stand had its own symbols: a hymn writen by 
V. Kudirka, “Lithuania, Our fatherland”; a coat of arms, (the
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horseman with a raised sword argent on a field gules), dating back 
to the times of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania; a national flag (a 
tricicolour of three horizontal bands, yellow, green and red) and a 
presidential flag (also historical, red in colour and bearing the 
same knight as the coat of arms). The northern border with Latvia 
was finally ratified in 1921, when Lithuania regained Palanga, that 
had been its from the Middle Ages until after the Russian adminis
trative reforms after the Partition of the Grand Duchy. After the 
Klaipeda District was taken over the western border with Ger
many became clear. In the east and south between the Lithuanian 
state and the Lithuanian lands seized by Poland there was a de
marcation line (as the Lithuanians viewed it, and then from 1928 
an “administrative” line). Within these borders Lithuania covered 
an area of 55,670 km , with a population of 2.17 million in 1923 
of whom around 80 percent were Lithuanian, 7 percent were Jew
ish, 6.8 percent were Polish, 3.2 percent, German and 2.3 percent 
Russian.

Ethnic minorities enjoyed braod cultural autonomy, schools 
where teaching was carried out in their native language and vari
ous organisations were active. The Jewish community made best 
use of available conditions and in 1924-25 around 300 Jewish 
schools were in operation, 20 grammar schools and pro-grammar 
schools as well as various cultural institutions. Jewish political life 
was active. There were Jews among the independence volunteers 
and in the governments of 1918-24 there were was a minister of 
Jewish Affairs and a Jewish representative faction in the Seimas. 
Various waves of Sionism thrived, there were Sionist parties and a 
portion of the community was under communist influence.The 
forms of political activity had various effects; in some cases they 
drew the community into broader areas of political and social life 
within Lithuania while others had a self-isolating effect. When
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they worked with forces that were opposed to the Lithuanian Re
public (such as the Lithuanian communists), society reacted nega
tively. The position of Lithuania’s Poles became more difficult 
after the POW  coup and the battles with Poland over Vilnius. 
However, the Polish community did enjoy cultural autonomy and 
had its own representatives in the Seimas. Poles divided into loyal 
Lithuanian citizens and those who had not given up hope of achiev
ing state links with Poland. The latter made the cohabitiation of 
Lithuanians and Lithuanian Poles more difficult and also gradu
ally the depolonisation of the local polonised population of Li
thuanian origin was achieved. Germans were to be seen in the 
Klaipeda district where alongside the Lithuanian population they 
enjoyed all the local rights and even stifled Lithuanian identity.

The party composition of the Foundation Seimas illustrated the 
changes in the political parties that had taken place since the Li
thuanian fight for independence. During the war some party struc
tures split over political differences or attampts to fight on both 
sides of the front lines. In the Lithuanian Taryba and the first gov
ernments there were heated party discussions but the need for joint 
action calmed these down. With the state moving full steam ahead, 
the significance of party structures became greater once again and 
this is shown by the elections to the Foundation Seimas. The Chris
tian Democrats and their affiliated organisations obtained most 
votes. They had already overcome organisational difficulties and 
the programme of the Lithuanian Christian Democrats (LKDP) 
was balanced between right-wing ideas and the declaration of so
cial reform. The case was different with the other most influential 
political force of the time of state re-foundation, the National 
Progress Party, which had leaders such as A. Smetona and A. Vol- 
demaras. Weak party structures and doubts about the population’s 
social requirements determined the fact that this party did not have
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a single representative in the Seimas. In 1924 the National Progress 
Party and the Farmers’ Union joined together to found the Lithua
nian National Union {Tautininkai). The second party according to 
size was the LVS and the Socialist People’s Party coalition. The 
LVS was founded back in 1905, the second party to rise from the 
evolving LDP, and it joined the Peasant People’s Party (Liaudinin- 
kai) after the election. This can be summed up as a centralist party 
with a socially-oriented programme. Another party to have under
gone great changes was the LSDP. Elements split off from it and 
joined the bolsheviks during the War and the Russian revolution 
and this remained a European left-wing party. The LKP(b) oper
ated in the underground with certain foreign aid and was an agent 
of the Soviet Union and Commintern. This party’s fate was deter
mined by Communist ideology which preached world revolution 
and its centre was the Soviet state. The LKP(b) did not attempt to 
gain legalisation and boycotted elections. This party specrum re
mained throughout the existence of the Lithuanian Republic, with 
parties only changing significance and some of the small non- 
parliamentray ones disappeared altogether.

The Foundation Seimas had to carry out the labours of building 
a new state. Its most important task was the land reform begun in 
1919. Eighty percent of the population made its living from agri
culture. The peasants, who made up 75 percent of the population, 
owned 25 percent of the land while the 4 percent who were gentry- 
landowners owned 36 percent of the land. Peasants with small 
landholdings and those who owned no land at all had to be pro
vided with land so that emigration from the villages could be 
stopped. Volunteers who fought for Lithuanian independence also 
expected to be rewarded with land. A commission headed by My- 
kolas Krupavicius and Albinas Rimka drafted a land reform bill for 
the Seimas which provoked serious discussion. All parliamentary
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parties were in favour of reform and there were discussions over 
how radical reform should be. The most modest position taken by 
the LKDP won the day and on April 3 1922 the law was passed. 
Manor land was to be taken away from its owners with compensa
tion if they owned more than 80 hectares, while the land of those 
who had served in ther Polish armies or the Bermondt forces and 
the land of large esattes created in Russian times was to be taken 
without any payment of compensation and a state land fund of 
half a million hectares was formed. Land of up to 8-20 ha and 
uneven quality was handed out to volunteers gratis whilst others 
had to purchase it over a period of 36 years. The reform progressed 
slowly and it was not completed. Over 65,000 peasants obtained 
land and although not all of them managed to hold on to what 
they received they became the social backbone of the Lithuanian 
state.

Another great labour of the Foundation Seimas was the passing 
of the Constitution on August 1 1922. It extended and confirmed 
the bases of democartic order declared in the provisional constitu
tions of 1919 and 1920. Lithuania was declared to be a demo
cratic republic where sovereign power lay with the people and the 
highest institution of government was the Seimas and the execu
tive power the president elected by the Seimas and the Ministerial 
Cabinet. Civil rights were proclaimed but this section provoked 
discussion and the Constitution was passed only on the LKDP vote 
because it contained clauses that practically restricted freedom of 
conscience. That was the Constitution’s weak point but on the 
whole it was to guarantee democratic order in Lithuania. Two 
more achievements of the Foundation Seimas should be men
tioned. On August 16 1922 the Lithuanian unit of currency, the 
litas, was introduced and linked with the gold standard. One litas 
was the equivalent of 0.150462 g of pure gold. It was brought into
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circulation on September 25 1922 and featured all the time among 
stable currencies. In 1922 the University of Lithuania was founded 
in Kaunas (it was given the name of Vytautas the Great in 1930). 
Its predecessor was the Higher Courses of the Society of Higher 
Scholarship that operated between 1920 and 1922. The University 
soon became an important component of Lithuanian society and 
the promoter of an educated class that had not been sufficiently 
large previously owing to the specificities of Lithuania’s recent 
past. The Foundation Seimas ended its term in office on October 6 
1922.

Although the Vilnius and Klaipeda Questions remained as yet 
unresolved many essential laws had to be passed and this shows 
that Lithuania was progressing towards a period of the stable ev
eryday life of a democratic state, given more variety by Seimas 
election campaigns. In the seimas elected in 1922 the LKDP lost its 
absolute majority but it did retain its influence and in the 1923 
elections it regained its majority. On November 13 1922 A. Stul- 
ginskis of the LKDP was elected president and he held this office 
between 1922 and 1926. The LKDP ruled with strict measures, 
maintained the state of martial law that had been introduced in 
1919, the land reform proceeded more slowly than was desirable 
and the misfortunes in relations with Poland took place and all 
this distanced the electorate from the party. The LKDP had the 
largest grouping in the seimas that was elected in May 1926 but 
victory fell to the coalition of Liaudininkai and the LSDP, which 
together with the national minorities elected K. Grinius as presi
dent and entrusted the formation of a centre-left government to 
M. Slezevicius. The new government repealed martial law, de
clared an amnesty and passed a more liberal press law. It abolished 
the ban on meetings in public places and life rapidly became more 
democratic, but democracy had another side to it. The LKDP and
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the National Party (with three representatives) became a non-con- 
structive opposition force within the Seimas and set about ob
structing the Seimas’s work. National Party supporters in the army 
organised a coup by officers influenced by their ideology. The 
streets of Kaunas became an arena for confrontations and demon
strations between workers and students and young people inspired 
by communists and right-wing extremists. An atmosphere of hos
tility to the ruling coalition was created and it was accused of mak
ing deal with forces inimical to Lithuania, although in truth of fact
K. Grinius, M. Slezevicius and other leaders were politicians who 
had stood the test of long battles for Lithuanian independence and 
M. Slezevicius was heading a government for the third time.

On December 17 1926 officers led by Povilas Plechavicius, who 
had declared himself dictator, forced their way into a seimas ses
sion and broke it up. Martial law was introduced and the govern
ment resigned. Lithuania received the coup calmly, disregarding 
political perils. This shows that society had still not matured 
enough for democratic order. The coup was jusified on the grounds 
that it was necessary to fight back a growing communist coup (the 
communists were certainly active but it is unlikely they were actu
ally planning a coup) and pressure from national minorities (scil
icet the Poles); more than a hundred people were arrested. On 
December 17 four communist leaders were shot. Other political 
forces were not persecuted and care was taken over the new 
regime’s prestige. President A. Stulginskis asked A. Voldemaras to 
form a coalition LKDP and National Party government and re
signed. A. Smetona became president of Lithuania on December 
19 and the Seimas was not dissolved. The LKDP viewed the coup 
as a tactical means and considered that after achieving the coup’s 
task and removing the Liaudininkai and LSDP coalition from 
power, democratic order should be restored. But the National
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Party which had only three members in the Seimas did not face the 
promise of good election results and it sought to strengthen its 
position with non-parliamentary means. After arresting a member 
of the Seimas who had taken part in a coup against the National 
Party, Jonas Pajaujis, the Seimas passed a vote of no confidence in 
the government and on April 12 1927 A. Smetona dismissed it. 
Ministers from the pressurised LKDP left the government on May 
3 and the National Party remained alone in government. The life 
of the parliamentary republic had come to an end.

The authoritarian regime of A. Smetona. After pushing the demo
cratic parties out of power and confirming his own authority Sme
tona issued a new Constitution on May 15 1928. Power was con
centrated in the hands of the People’s Representative, the elected 
President. He made laws, appointed governments, called the Sei
mas and had the power to dissolve it. The Seimas was no longer 
the most important state institution and the political parties had 
lost their forum for debate. The normal development of political 
structures was curtailed and the LKDP, the Liaudininkai, LSDP 
and other smaller parties, since they formed the opposition, were 
unable to work in state institutions, because this was forbidden, 
and so they became weaker and the number of their supporters 
fell. It was said that parties split society and harm the state, and 
society was pushed towards a de facto one-party system. The norms 
of political culture changed and force came to be used to solve 
political problems. Already in 1927 the Social Democrats and the 
Liaudininkai, the Christian Democrats and the Right-wing radi
cals attempted unsuccessfully to organise uprisings and these were 
followed by repression. Political life became destabilised. In their 
turn the authorities did not removed martial law but rather strength
ened the repressive machinery and set up concentration camps.
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The paths of A. Smetona and A. Voldemaras split as the power 
mechanisms were strengthened. Voldemaras concentrated his fol
lowers in the army and a secret national radical organisation called 
Iron Wolf (Gelezinis vilkas). On September 23 1929 Smetona 
forced Voldemaras to leave the government. Yet another field of 
conflict was created, for Voldemaras was not content and part of 
the army’s officers and the “iron wolves” launched a campaign to 
return their leader to power via political terror and revolts. Several 
revolts were organised in 1930-35 and the most serious was that 
of June 7 1934, when a large part of the army rose up. The revolts 
met with repression until Voldemaras’ followers lost heart. These 
revolts that were quelled in time did not present any direct threat 
to the state but they did destabilise society, demoralise the officer 
corps and arouse the interest of foreign forces.

There were serious efforts to strengthen National Party 
organisation because mass support was needed for the regime. A 
socially-active citizen, loyal to the state, was left with only the 
structures of this party to express his social concerns, but this was 
not to be an ordinary party. The National Party Union and the 
Riflemen’s Association founded in 1919 which it patronised and 
the young people’s association founded in 1927, Jaunoji Lietuva 
{ Young Lithuania) were supposed to unite all patriotically inclined 
persons, take care of fostering national patriotism within society 
at large and strengthen Lithuanian identity. The National Party 
(Tautininkai) cultivated the clarion call of national unity that had 
brought Lithuanians together on more than one occasion in the 
past when they were faced with dangers, only this time the call was 
intended to consolidate the party’s position in power. Or rather, 
not the Party’s position, but Smetona’s, because the Party had 
more of an advisory than a deciding role in the power structures 
then in place.
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Smetona himself consistently strengthened his own position. 
After he had pushed Voldemaras out of power, he no longer had 
a serious rival and on December 11 1931 the “people’s represen
tatives”, who were virtually party appointees, re-elected him 
president and in 1933 the National Party Union proclaimed him 
“father of the nation”. It was announced that the Father of the 
Nation would take full responsibility for running the country, he 
was to enjoy special powers and his decisions were compulsory. 
This type of anti-democratic system of government was popular 
in certain parts of Europe at that time and it could be found in 
both neighbouring Poland and Latvia. Sometimes Smetona’s re
gime is referred to as fascist, but that is a gross over-simplifica
tion, if not an error. Lithuania did not have totalitarian social 
organisations and the National Party did not become a mass 
organisation that followed its leader without any doubts. In 1938 
it had only around 15,000 members. In Lithuania there was an 
authoritarian regime which based itself on the loyalty of a ma
jority of the population and a bureaucratic police system. It had 
sympathies with Italian fascism but it rejected German National 
Socialism and in 1934 distribution of Mein Kampf was officially 
prohibited.

Authoritarian government put pressure on natural domestic 
political life but it allowed the economy, culture and science to 
develop freely. The university and other high schools flourished 
and professional orchestras, theatres, museums formed in place of 
the amateur cultural establishments of the turn of the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries. Publication of Lithuanian books and peri
odicals grew and the talents of writers, musicians, artists and ar
chitects flourished. The Lithuanian language enjoyed national-lan
guage status and was used widely as a rule in state institutions, the 
university, urban public life and went through a period of stormy
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development. The transatlantic flight of Steponas Darius and Sta- 
sys Girenas in 1934 provoked a wave of national pride.

Lithuanian remained an agricultural country. Industry and the 
towns grew but growth was slow and agricultural accounted for 
approximately 70 percent of national production. Medium-sized 
farms were maintained to produce goods for export. Processing 
and export of food products were well organised, mostly for the 
German and British markets. Here the large united companies such 
as P ien ocen tras (Milk Centre), M aista s  (Food) and the L ietu k is  

(Lithagro) co-operative union dominated production. However, 
around 45 percent of newly-founded small farms went bankrupt 
during the Great Depression of the 1930s, there was heavy unem
ployment and between 1923 and 1939 around 80,000 economic 
migrants left Lithuania. The crisis had a negative effect on the 
whole of Lithuanian agriculture and led to a strike among Su- 
valkija farmers in 1935. The peasants demanded economic reform, 
people died during the strike and various political groups from the 
Communists to the followers of A. Voldemaras attempted to ex
ploit the discontent. The strike calmed down as economic condi
tions improved, but it had harmed the National Party’s authority 
in the countryside.

Party authority had to be strengthened and in 1936 after nine 
years’ break elections were held to the Seim as. On the eve of vot
ing opposition parties were closed down and only the National 
Party took part in the elections. Candidates were selected by the 
authorities and only National Party and N a u jo ji  L ie tu v a  members 
were returned. The Seim as was only an advisory body for the presi
dent and its job was to approve presidential laws. Another devel
opment was the declaration of the new Constitution on February 
11 1938. It legitimised the principle of the supreme authority of 
the president, father of the nation, who gained absolute, virtually
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unrestricted power. On November 14 1938 the “people’s represen
tatives” re-elected A. Smetona as president. The established and 
running pyramid of Smetona’s authoritarian regime’s power was 
now legitimised. The citizenry could but sit back and watch the 
supreme authority’s actions and could have no influence over it.

The comparative peace that surrounded Lithuania on the inter
national stage helped Smetona ease the establishment of his au
thoritarian regime. There were official and unofficial talks with 
Poland on several occasions in 1928, 1933-38. The demands of 
both sides remained the same and so did their relationship. In 1931 
Lithuania gained a small diplomatic victory when the Hague Tri
bunal rejected Poland’s complaint over obstacles to transition 
through Lithuanian territory. The resolution brought a halt to the 
League’s continual, and what was for Lithuania unpleasant sup
port for Poland. Lithuania was given cause for concern by events 
in the Klaipeda District. In 1928 Germany officially recognised the 
territory as Lithuanian, but as the spirit of revanchism grew stron
ger, destructive anti-Lithuanian activities in the District organised 
by German agencies and local Germans sought to remove the area 
from Lithuanian control. These activities increased after Adolf 
Hitler was elected for then nazi party structures appeared in the 
District carrying out German instructions and in 1934 an armed 
uprising against Lithuania was planned. Informed by the Gover
nor of Klaipeda, Jonas Navakas, the Lithuanian authorities took 
necessary steps to arrest the leaders and hitmen of the coup, who 
numbered 142 men in all, outlaw their parties and close down 
their newspapers. The nazis were put on trial between December 
14 1934 and March 23 1935 in Kaunas; this was the first time that 
nazis were tried in court (outside Germany). Germany attempted 
to influence Lithuania’s determination to oppose nazism. An eco
nomic blockade was enforced but it did not force a back down.
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The accused were sentenced severely. But here the great powers, 
Great Britain, Italy and France accused Lithuania of breaking the 
safeguards on autonomy for the Klaipeda District and forced it to 
step back, recall Governor Navakas from Klaipeda and release the 
convicts. This intervention was symptomatic of the western de
mocracies’ reaction to the rising threat of Hitler’s Germany.

In this context the accord that was developed between Lithua
nia, Latvia and Estonia, whose signatories agreed to co-ordinate 
foreign policy, on September 12 1934 after long and fruitless pre
liminary projects did not seem to be an effective means of influenc
ing regional developments, especially since Latvia and Estonia 
refused to support Lithuania in the conflicts over Vilnius and Klai
peda. The Baltic Entente had no guarantors among the great pow
ers and was condemned to failure should conflict arise with one of 
their powerful neighbours.

The Crisis of 1938-40: Lithuania on the eve and after the begin
ning of World War II. Three years passed from the trial of the 
Klaipeda nazis and in early 1938 the great powers had to reconcile 
themselves with a much more significant move on the part of nazi 
Germany, viz. the Austrian Anschluss. Armed force and revanchism 
took centre stage in world politics involving Germany (to avenge 
the losses of the German Reich and Austrian Empire) and the 
USSR (as successor of the defeated Russian Empire) and these 
sought, among other things, to return their borders to what they 
had been in 1914. The western democracies looked on and moved 
towards the Munich Agreement of September 29 1938. One of the 
objects of this policy, Poland, attempted to exploit developments 
in international affairs. In autumn 1938 it would assist the rape of 
Czechoslovakia and at the beginning of the year it turned its gaze 
on Lithuania.
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We have said that unofficial contacts existed between Poland 
and Lithuania from 1933 onwards. These made no visible 
progress but Lithuanian politicians realised that in the face of 
international crisis it was necessary to look for support and seek 
a normalisation of relations with Poland. Negotiations were held 
regarding a normalisation of the status quo with a stipulation for 
recognising the territorial dispute, but Poland refused to accept 
stipulations and negotiations broke down. Therefore in March 
1938 Poland used a small border incident to expand the conflict, 
whip up an anti-Lithuanian campaign, concentrate its army on 
the Lithuanian frontier and demand that diplomatic relations be 
restored and Polish borders be recognised. Lithuanian attempts 
to find support were unsuccessful. Germany, the USSR and the 
western powers merely put pressure on Poland not to use force 
and to soften its demands. On March 17 the Lithuanian govern
ment received an ultimatum with a demand to restore diplomatic 
relations. Taking note of the unfavourable international situation 
and Poland’s military superiority, Lithuania agreed with these 
demands and after exchanging notes on March 19 it took on an 
obligation to set up representations in Warsaw and Kaunas on 
March 31. What had been long negotiated over was achieved by 
brutal means. Admittedly the Vilnius Question was not men
tioned specifically here, but Poland treated this as the end of the 
dispute, while Lithuania continued to regard the issue as open. 
Under Polish pressure the Vilnius Liberation Union was closed 
down on November 25 1938 and there were no conditions gov
erning the revival of Lithuanian organisations that had been 
closed down in Poland between 1935 and 1938. Smetona’s re
gime suffered a severe blow in Lithuanian public eyes and had to 
reshuffle the government. Vladas Mironas replaced the long-serv
ing prime minister, Juozas Tubelis (1927-38).
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A year later Lithuania lost the Klaipeda District. In 1937 the 
nazis who had been convicted and released in 1935 began to re
turn to Klaipeda and began their destructive work there again. On 
March 25 1939 Germany interfered in Lithuanian domestic af
fairs, demanding that martial law be lifted in the Klaipeda District, 
that censorship be abolished and the governor’s powers be limited. 
The Lithuanian government gave ground but the Klaipeda Ger
mans who won the December 11 1938 elections to the District 
Seimelis openly demanded annexation to Germany. On March 20 
1939 Germany, having already seized Czechoslovakia and become 
convinced that the western powers would accept open aggression, 
demanded that Lithuania make speed to hand over Klaipeda to 
Germany. No one supported Lithuania and on March 22 a treaty 
was signed handing over the Klaipeda District to Germany. The 
Lithuanian army and political structures had to withdraw from 
the region and Lithuania had only limited use of the port. Lithua
nia lost 5 percent of its territory and 6 percent of its population; its 
chances of using the port were restricted and around 10,000 refu
gees moved from the Klaipeda District to the rest of Lithuania.

The acceptance of the Polish ultimatum had been a moral blow 
for society but the loss of Klaipeda was both moral and material. 
A. Smetona came under pressure from the army and the opposi
tion to change the form of his regime and on March 27 1939 he 
appointed Jonas Cernius’s government which had members from 
the Christian Democratic and Liaudininkai parties. But this was 
not a coalition government, for the ministers were invited candi
dates and not party representatives (because the parties nad ttecn 
outlawed). The idea of a Patriotic Front was popularised among 
the General Public and democratic parties began to concentrate on 
this, as did the Voldemarists. The ranks of the National Party 
shuddered and its younger generation was disappointed by the
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turn of events. However, the leadership rejected the idea of a patri
otic front and suggested that people join together around the 
Riflemen’s Association (the Sauliai).

During the political crises the underground Lithuanian Com
munist Party, the USSR communist party’s marionette, which had 
always denounced the statehood of “bourgeois” Lithuania and had 
not rejected aims to unite with the Soviet Union, began to speak 
demagogically about the defence of Lithuanian independence and 
an anti-fascist People’s Front. The LKP carried out the USSR’s in
structions and Moscow had become worried by developments in 
the relationship between Warsaw and Kaunas and German influ
ence in the region. Poland represented an obstacle to the USSR’s 
aims of strengthening its influence in the lands once ruled by Rus
sia, especially the Baltic States, and perhaps regaining control of 
them. The USSR tolerated the anti-Polish National Party regime 
and had supported the party financially since before the coup of 
1926 and even keep silent as LKP members were shot. When they 
came to power the National Party men did not obey the USSR but 
their fight against the democratic parties who were able to come to 
terms with Poland satisfied Moscow. The 1926 Lithuano-Soviet 
non-aggression pact which recognised Vilnius as part of Lithuania 
was renewed in 1931 and 1934 and allowed the USSR to hope that 
Lithuania would be in its sphere of influence. Unpopular and 
weak, the ethnically-mixed LKP was unable to strengthen USSR 
influence in Lithuania and the USSR fostered a fifth column. Its 
embassy in Kaunas was very active and from 1929 there was a 
Lithuanian Association for Getting to Know USSR Culture which 
was activated after 1935 when Commintern propagated People’s 
Fronts. Soviet propaganda worked effectively, excursions were ar
ranged for intellectuals to go to the USSR and these returned home 
full of praise for the order they had seen there. Although there was
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no shortage of information about the Red Terror and poverty in 
the USSR, there was a willingness to believe in the advantages of 
the Soviet way of life and an even greater desire to exploit its ma
terial resources. Thus Justas Paleckis, an ordinary journalist, who 
was on the rise in June 1940, had received a salary as a Soviet 
informer since 1928 and another activist in June 1940, Vincas Kre- 
ve-Mickevicius also supplied information, imagining himself to be 
a wily politician4.

It was clear that war was moving closer. On January 10 1939 
Lithuania proclaimed its neutrality. Germany set its sights now on 
Poland and Great Britain and France organised an anti-German 
coalition, but negotiations with the USSR were unfruitful, one of 
the reasons being Poland’s justified refusal to allow the Red Army 
onto its territory and on August 23 1939 Germany and the USSR 
signed a non-aggression pact. Germany untied its hands and on 
September 1 it attacked Poland. On September 3 Great Britain and 
France declared war on Germany. The Second World War began. 
On September 17 the USSR invaded Poland too.

The Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact between Moscow and Berlin had 
secret protocols where they divided their spheres of interest. Po
land was partitioned and the USSR’s sphere contained Finland, 
Estonia and Latvia, while Lithuania fell to the German sphere. 
The secret protocols stated that Lithuania and its neighbours were 
to lose their political status in international law as state and they 
were turned into the object of regional great-power politics with
out the right to decide their own fate. In Lithuania nothing was 
known of the content of the secret protocols and it tried to model 
its relations with its neighbours as far as it was in its power to do so.

4 Butkus Z., “SSSR intrigos Baltijos salyse 1920-1940 m.” [Intrigues of USSR in Baltic 
States in 1920-1940], Darbai ir dienos, No. 7 [16], 1998.
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At the beginning of the war Lithuania was urged by Germany to 
seize Vilnius, as Germany needed a political companion and it 
would have been easy to turn Lithuania into a nazi satellite state. 
Lithuanian opinion was divided about a march on Vilnius, but it 
was difficult to say no, given the clarion calls for taking Vilnius 
that had resounded for so many years. But A. Smetona confirmed 
Lithuanian neutrality on the first day of war and he stuck to this 
position fiercely. He did not believe Germany would win and in 
addition it would mean that Britain and France would threaten 
war. This Lithuanian position was determined by the USSR which 
occupied Vilnius on September 19 and on September 21 the Red 
Army reached the demarcation line. At the very start of the war 
Lithuania found itself in a situation which would be repeated 
many times throughout the war in various forms, a situation with
out a choice, when any way could be advantageous to Lithuania 
and at the same time lead it into a dead end. It was a situation of a 
small nation and a small state caught on a field of German, Rus
sian and western democratic interests, and the unextinguished Pol
ish factor. These western interests had their own ends and their 
holders did not see or respect Lithuanian interests; they sought to 
exploit Lithuania.

After defeating Poland Germany and the USSR reviewed their 
agreement on September 28 and now Lithuania fell within the So
viet sphere of influence (apart from its south-western district that 
Germany retained for itself and handed over to the USSR on Janu
ary 10 1941). At the same time the USSR summoned Lithuania’s 
representatives plenipotentiary and dictated new conditions to 
them. The USSR offered Lithuania Vilnius in exchange for a mu
tual assistance treaty, allowing for Red Army garrisons to be set up 
on Lithuanian territory. Lithuania attempted to avoid agreeing to 
this and even considered the possibility of renouncing Vilnius, but
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Joseph Stalin threatened that soviet troops would be garrisoned in 
Lithuania in any case, and so the Lithuanians backed down. On 
October 10 a Lithuano-Soviet Mutual Assistance Treaty was signed 
handing over Vilnius and its surrounding area to the Lithuanian 
Republic. On September 29 a similar treaty had been signed by 
Estonia and the USSR and on October 5 Riga and Moscow came 
to similar terms. Lithuanian troops marched into Vilnius on Octo
ber 28 and in mid-November Red Army units were garrisoned in 
eastern Lithuania with 20,000 men (for the sake of comparison we 
should note that the Lithuanian army had 32,000 men in all). The 
joy of regaining Vilnius was restrained by very great uncertainty 
over Lithuania’s future. The mood of the day was summed up in 
the black humour of “Vilnius belongs to us, but we belong to Rus
sia” -  Vilnius musif, o mes rust),.

Lithuania regained 7,000 km of territory with a population of 
490,000, which represented almost a quarter of the territory men
tioned in the 1920 with Moscow. The USSR continued to advance 
the eastern and southern areas of the Vilnius District that were 
inhabited by Lithuanians. The land had been abandoned and for a 
few weeks the Red Army had ravaged it; there was a shortage of 
food. Furthermore, during the German-Polish war around 14,000 
Polish soldiers retreated into Lithuania and were interned. All this 
provided a difficult economic problem for the Lithuanian govern
ment but it was solved successfully. Vilnius was provided with food 
bought on favourable terms with devaluated Polish zloties. At
tempts were made not to place pressure on Polish cultural and 
educational life, but the town had to be adapted to Lithuanian life 
and moves were begun to Lithuanise it. The government was in no 
haste to move to Vilnius and only a few administrative and schol
arly bodies moved to the new capital. While under Polish occupa
tion Vilnius had been strongly polonised and around 100,000 war
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refugees had fled to the city from Poland. As Lithuanians set about 
bringing order to the city, the Poles who had lost their political 
advantage and were coping with war losses, opposed them. There 
were attempts to destabilise the situation in the town and on Octo
ber 31-November 2 extremists with pro-Polish slogans arranged a 
pogrom and anti-Lithuanian riots. Underground groups began to 
form which regarded Lithuania as Enemy Number Three, after 
Germany and Russia. The Lithuanian and Polish conflict over Vil
nius continued.

At that time A. Smetona changed the government in Kaunas 
and Antanas Merkys became prime minister. Society was alarmed 
about the future of the state and conflicts festered at the heights of 
power; the army commander was replaced and the USSR embassy 
and agencies were active. The threat of Soviet aggression was ob
vious but A. Smetona had faith in Lithuanian neutrality. When it 
was decided in February 1940 that the USSR was Lithuania’s main 
enemy and that there should be armed resistance, preparations 
were half-hearted. The USSR put off invading the Baltic States 
until Germany began to win on the western front. On May 25 
1940 the USSR accused Lithuania of making provocations against 
the Red Army garrisons and this was used as a pretext for an ulti
matum on June 14, demanding the formation of a new Lithuanian 
government and permission for an unlimited Red Army contin
gent to enter Lithuanian territory.

In a government meeting on June 15 Smetona proposed agree
ing with a new government, but opposing the introduction of the 
Red Army. He was supported by three ministers, but the majority, 
including the former head of the army Stasys Rastikis and the new 
army leader Vincas Vitkauskas, were in favour of unconditional 
acceptance of the ultimatum. A. Smetona withdrew, as S. Rastikis 
was proposed as the new head of government and the ultimatum
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was accepted without uttering an official protest. The USSR rejected 
the candidature of S. Rastikis and said consultations over who 
should head the government had to be held with the soviet emis
sary who was on his way to Kaunas. Realising the hopelessness of 
the situation, A. Smetona handed over the presidency to A. Mer- 
kys and left Lithuania via Germany for the USA, where he died in 
1 9 4 4 . This was flight, but it could make difficulties for legalising 
the coup. Events happened quickly. On June 15 fifteen Red Army 
divisions entered Lithuania with around 150,000 soldiers and 
there was not even symbolic resistance. On June 17 the provisional 
president, A. Merkys, appointed J. Paleckis prime minister and 
confirmed the soviet-dictated government. His actions were anti- 
constitutional, for a provisional president had no rights to appoint 
a prime minister; the deputy premier was supposed to take over as 
prime minister in such cases. Merkys resigned as president and 
was replaced by J. Paleckis, who appointed V. Kreve-Mickevicius 
as prime minister. Formally the Lithuanian Republic still existed 
but it was now under soviet occupation and its government was 
filled with Moscow’s henchmen. The independent Lithuanian state 
had ceased to exist for the time being.

In 1940 the Lithuanian Republic occupied an area of 59,730 km2 
and had a population of 3.08 million. The provisional capital, 
Kaunas, had 154,000 inhabitants and there were 209,000 perma
nent residents in Vilnius. Vilnius, the historic capital of the Lithua
nian Nation and State was once again part of the Republic. Klai
peda, its only port had been seized by the nazis. Twenty two years 
only had passed since February 16 1918 and even less years since 
the end of the struggle for independence and the beginning of the
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state’s functioning. Lithuania was still an agricultural country and 
agriculture was the best-organised area of its economy. Lithuania 
had changed beyond recognition from being a province of the Rus
sian Empire to becoming a normally-ordered European state. The 
nation that had grown up in an alien state and had lost its govern
ment skills, that had had none of the necessary administrators, 
had recreated its state under conditions of great political tension, 
surrounded by much more powerful states and it had maintained 
that state until the international situation had developed in an ex
traordinarily unfavourable way. At that time much greater states 
that had existed for much longer without interruption fell.

The greatest achievement of those twenty years was the consoli
dation of the place of the modern Lithuanian nation, the agent of 
Lithuanian statehood, among the nations of the world. Its difficult 
formation was over. A structurally Lithuanian town existed 
alongside the Lithuanian villages, the peasant country developed 
a society of townsfolk, administrators and intellectuals. It was 
spiritually Lithuanian too for all these classes were united by a 
widely-understood Lithuanian identity and the nation had devel
oped a state consciousness.

The Lithuanian Republic was the Lithuanian people’s state, but 
it respected the civic heart of the state; ethnic minorities enjoyed 
full civil rights and cultural autonomy. For many reasons -  the 
reserved attitude of Lithuanians to certain ethnic minorities, the 
ethno-religious closeness of those minorities or expressions of po
litical disloyalty -  Lithuanian society’s movement towards an inte
grated civil society was sluggish and remained incomplete.

There were still more problems, the most important of which 
was perhaps the fact that the early turn away from a democratic 
state into a one-party, authoritarian state led to a loss of opportu
nities for develop a full-sided society. The actions of a leader of the
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nation, who decided everything in the state and acted instead of 
the citizens’ elected representatives, demoralised society and be
hind the facade of patriotism political sensibilities and skills atro
phied. The state, society and the nation was unable to resist the 
methods of the occupants and their puppets in 1940. This was a 
great loss but it did not wipe out the achievements of twenty years 
of independence. The Lithuanian state survived in the nation and 
the nation did not reject it. This was the leitmotiv of Lithuanian 
national life during coming times.

5.2 Losses and sins during the Second World War

The armed conflict of the Second World War reached Lithuania on 
June 6 1941, but weapons had been more than rattling since au
tumn 1939, when the USSR invaded Poland and occupied the Vil
nius District, and June 1940 when it invaded Lithuania and the 
other Baltic States. This occupation was effected without a shot’s 
being fired and the Red Army merely completed the work already 
begun by the politicians. Compared with the attacks on Poland 
and the war on the western front, events on the borderlands of 
east-central Europe can barely be described as war. However, the 
Second World War was happening and it provided the political 
context that allowed the Soviet Union to carry out open armed 
aggression against independent states, that was masked as respect 
for the will of “people’s governments”. Therefore events from the 
period between June 1940 and June 1941 are described as part of 
World War II.
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The Death throes of the First Lithuanian Republic and its 
sovietisation, 1940-41. The government of J. Paleckis and V. Kreve- 
Mickevicius that gloried in the name of the “people’s government” 
was in fact the puppet of a group formed by the USSR emissary, 
Vladimir Dekanozov, from a collection of USSR officials and LKP 
leaders. The LKP became legal, but at first there were no commu
nists in the government. The government comprised intellectuals 
of democratic leanings who were known to Lithuanian society. Ap
parently some of the ministers, but not Paleckis, did not realise that 
it would be their task to kill off the Lithuanian state. Having been 
shown the initiative by J. Paleckis and the communists, who were 
soon brought into the government, the “people’s government” laid 
the preparations for the annexation of Lithuania by the USSR.

This task was made easy by a Lithuanian society that had lost 
its way, and was reassured by members of the government with 
claims that the soviets would not change the Lithuanian way of 
life and would not bring down the state. Self-deceptive discussions 
flourished to the effect that the Soviet Union would pay attention 
to world opinion and would not dare annex Lithuania, that the 
Red Army garrisons had been introduced solely to defend the 
country from German attack and so forth. In summer 1940 there 
were no political forces organised to lead opposition in Lithuania 
to the occupying forces; A. Smetona ran away, the National Party 
was demoralised, the democratic parties were still vegetating after 
they were prohibited in 1936. A great part of the population was 
disappointed in Smetona and the Tautininkai regime and thirsted 
for change. Soviet propaganda was effective in its praise for the 
“democratic” nature of Soviet society, depicting equality and com
mon weal, of which not everyone, including the Lithuanians, had 
enough, ro* <-he general public, especially for the Jews, the Soviet 
Union had developed an important image as a defence against nazi
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Germany. Therefore many people in Kaunas spontaneously wel
comed the Red Army into the town and people attended meetings 
arranged by the LKP and USSR agencies in the capitals and the 
provinces because they were influenced by propaganda, but most 
people went from fear and anxiety rather than feelings of support.

But there were no possibilities of saving the state. Under De 
kanozov’s instructions the transformation of the state began. On 
June 18 communists were released from jail and on June 19 they 
were already in government: the director of the national security 
department was LKP First secretary Antanas Snieckus and the for
eign minister was Mecislovas Gedvilas. The Tautimnkai Union 
was outlawed along with Jaunoji Lietuva. The Riflemen’s Associa
tion was banned and the democratic parties were not allowed to 
operate. In Lithuania there remained the LKP, the Communist 
Youth and branches of the Organisation of International Support 
for Workers (MOPR) and these followed Moscow’s orders. At the 
end of June local government administrators were removed from 
post along with leaders of local councils and the police force, high- 
ranking military officers and other civil servants. Their places were 
taken by communists, young communists (the Komsomol) and 
other collaborants. On July 1-5 1940 V. Kreve-Mickevicius visited 
Moscow and heard that in the very near future Lithuania would 
form part of the Soviet Union. After setting out USSR plans to 
annex Lithuania, only E. Galvanauskas, who had already been 
prime minister on more than one occasion, voiced his opposition 
and Dekanozov ordered his dismissal. Other non-communist min
isters remained in the government and covered the incorporation 
of Lithuania into the USSR under the mantle of their patriotic

reputations.
In order to be able to present the imminent annexation in soviet 

terminology as the decision of the “working people” of Lithuania,
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elections for the “People’s Seimas” were announced (as similar 
elections had been announced for Estonia and Latvia) for July 14. 
Only the communists ran candidates for election as other political 
forces were now outside the law. Campaigning began; this stressed 
the independence of Lithuania and the USSR’s support to protect 
this and no mention was made of incorporation into the USSR. 
Particular emphasis was laid on social changes. However, society 
began to recover from its shock and A. Snieckus’s secret police be
gan to obtain information about growing lack of confidence in the 
USSR and the “people’s” government, fear of Soviet order and an
nexation, and the possibility that the elections could be boycotted. 
Snieckus’s counter measures included an order to prepare the ar
rests of politically active citizens who had been declared “enemies 
of the people”, former party leaders and ordinary party members. 
On July 11/12 the first mass arrests happened throughout Lithua
nia. An atmosphere of fear and terror was created; those who did 
not vote were declared to be “enemies of the people” and under 
guise of security measures the passports of voters were marked 
with a special stamp. What happened on July 14-15 can scarcely 
be called an election. Lor each seat in the seimas there was one 
candidate. It was announced officially that 90 percent of electors 
voted and that candidates received 92 percent of votes. Documen
tary and eye-witness evidence show that the election was falsified. 
Voting was extended to July 15 because too many had not voted 
on July 14, there were many spoiled ballot papers and finally even 
official figures show that many candidates did not obtain 50 per
cent of the votes. This information was not published and all can
didates were elected to the “people’s” seimas. On July 21 in Lithua
nia, Latvia and Estonia this type of “elected” parliament gathered 
and had the same agenda: state order, joining the USSR, land own
ership issues and the nationalisation of banks and heavy industry.
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What did in fact happen was not what the pre-election agitators 
had announced. The puppet “people’s” seimas declared that Soviet 
law and order would be introduced into Lithuania, Lithuania was 
proclaimed a Soviet Socialist Republic (LSSR) and the Supreme 
Soviet of the USSR was asked to take the new LSSR under its wing 
in the Soviet Union. This was declared in the name of the Lithua
nian People which had no voice in the matter. On July 22 land was 
declared nationalised and the peasants were left in charge of it. 
Land reform was declared and because there was always a short
age of land in the Lithuanian countryside and the farms of many 
new settlers on the land had bankrupted, around 200,000 peas
ants asked for land to be taken away from their neighbours. On 
July 26-27 the nationalisation of banks and large industrial and 
commercial firms was proclaimed. V. Dekanozov gathered the LKP 
and his collaborators and with the help of the Red Army he orga
nised a political show. The events formed by LKP members in sum
mer 1940 marked a continuation of their political activities and 
nothing else could have been expected of them. The behaviour of 
J. Paleckis, V. Kreve-Mickevicius, other members of the “people’s” 
government and intellectuals, the same who had taken excursions 
in the USSR, and of the members of the people’s seimas allowed 
the USSR’s emissary to carry out his work, and disoriented Lithua
nian and world society. Even the chief commander of the army, who 
had sworn an oath to the Lithuanian Republic, and was defence 
Minster in the “people’s” government, General V. Vitkauskas, did 
not attempt to oppose the destruction of the state and served the 
occupants. This same nation was stripped of its civic rights by Sme- 
tona’s regime and three ultimatums in three years, disorientated by 
the misfortunes of the western democracies on the fronts against 
fascist Germany, which now posed a threat to Lithuania too, and 
was misled by the USSR as a so-called bastion of liberty and equal
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ity. Society was astounded by the swift turns of events and could 
not find the strength to oppose the destruction of its own state.

On August 3 the Supreme Soviet of the USSR “accepted” the LSSR 
into the Soviet Union, as it welcomed Latvia and Estonia. Stalin 
returned to Russia the nations it had lost after the First World War. 
The Lithuanian Republic was occupied in mid-June and handed 
over for communists and collaborators to govern and formally it 
ceased to exist. For the second time in the history of the Lithuanian 
state it was wiped from the list of independent nations and for the 
second time this was done by the came state under the label now of 
“the Soviet Union”. This time, compared with 1795, it was done in 
a more refined manner, and Russia used collaborators more effec
tively and the occupying power was more ravaging than previously.

After seizing the Baltic states, including Lithuania, the USSR 
leadership made haste to sovietise them and adapt them to condi
tions within the USSR. Lithuania’s authoritarian regime had been 
very different from the totalitarian system of the USSR. In Lithua
nia basic civil rights had been left in place, albeit under pressure 
and in the words of the USSR, rights of assembly and movement 
figured in the constitution but they did not exist in real life. Private 
property protected by the law existed in Lithuania, but in the USSR 
it was destroyed. The Lithuanian state had its own borders, terri
tory, government bodies, army. These had to be integrated into the 
USSR and what had been destroyed there previously now had to 
be destroyed in Lithuania too.

The first move of USSR structures was paradoxically favourable 
to Lithuania. It was given around 2,650 km2 and 82,000 people 
from Lithuanian-inhabited lands that had belonged to other USSR 
republics such as Belorussia. In this way ethnic Lithuanian lands 
came to be incorporated into the LSSR. Admittedly there were 
still others areas of Belorussia wanted by Lithuanians (Gerveciai,
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Rodune and so forth) and parts of territory occupied by Germany 
(Seinai, Punsk) and the Klaipeda District had been torn away.

On August 16 the People’s seimas passed a typical Soviet con
stitution. Each republic of the USSR had a constitution and its 
statehood was proclaimed along with a right to leave the Soviet 
Union, civil rights and state authority institutions: a Supreme So
viet, a government (council of people’s commissars or LTK). All 
this was fiction: the statehood, the right to secede from the Soviet 
Union, civil rights. The Soviet (in Lithuanian Taryba, ironically) 
and the LKT were administrative organs lacking independence that 
executed the instructions of USSR central bodies. Constitutional 
formalities were maintained and the Lithuanian Seimas called it
self the Supreme Soviet (its chairman was J. Paleckis) and there 
was a government headed by Prime Minister M. Gedvilas. In the 
USSR real power was held not by constitutional institutions but 
the all-uniting communist party (the bolsheviks) or VKP(b). This 
not only duplicated the role of the executive authorities, it instructed 
them. The first person in Lithuania was the Lirst secretary of the 
central committee of the LKP(b), A. Snieckus. The LKP(b) was not 
autonomous. On August 10 it was “virtually” liquidated and in
corporated into the VKP(b) with rights as local organisers without 
its own statutes and programme. Thus A. Snieckus became the com
plaint implementer of the will of the Central Committee of the 
VKP(b). Moscow did not trust local leaders and practised a system 
of relying on number twos, whereby a Muscovite emissary would 
double for he local leader and often have a casting vote. Until the 
end of June 1941 around 1,500 officials were sent from Moscow to 
Lithuania and with them the Russian language wormed its way into 
official institutions and Lithuanian was driven out.5

s Truska L., Lietuva 1938-1953 metais, Kaunas, 1995, p. 84.
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On July 3 the Lithuanian Army became the Lithuanian people’s 
Army, leaders were replaced and the office of “political leader” or 
politruk was instituted. On August 17 the central Committee of 
the LKP(b) and the LKT of the USSR resolved to turn the people’s 
army into the 29th Territorial Corps of Riflemen of the Red Army 
and Russify it. The Corps was stationed in eastern Lithuania, far 
from the German frontier, filled with Russian-speaking politruki 
and commanders. At the same time it was “cleansed”; Lithuanian 
officers and other untrustworthy soldiers were arrested and sent 
off to Russia and during the last such cleansing in 1941 almost 
300 officers and NCOs were arrested. On the eve of war 8,000 
men remained in the corps out of a Lithuanian army of 32,000.

The legal basis for socio-economic reorganisation was the 
nationalisation laws of July 22-27. Over 1,000 industrial firms 
were nationalised along with 1,600 trading companies; co-opera
tive enterprises like Lietukis and Pienocentras, banks, railways and 
communications were joined up to the USSR system. The owners 
of small industrial and trade companies were faced such condi
tions that they could not bear, extra taxes were imposed on them, 
employment opportunities were restricted as was access to raw 
materials and goods. In June 1941 there were only 3,000 small 
trading businesses (at the beginning of 1940 there had been 
30,000) and 2,200 small industrial firms with between one and 
three employees. The aims of these reforms was to liquidate pri
vate business and the class of entrepreneurs along with their eco
nomic independence and incorporate the Lithuanian economy into 
the USSR. Lithuania was annexed economically under the guise of 
social revolutionary slogans.

Seeking to spread their social base in the countryside the Soviets 
took on a reform programme. The largest amount of land a farm 
could have was set at 30 ha and for the land reform land was taken
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away from 24,000 larger peasant farmers and shared out among 
around 70,000 families. Taxes for middling farmers was increased 
by half and for large farmers they were doubled. This was the way 
for large farmers to be broken and agitation began for forming 
collective farms or kolkhozes. The villagers were turned against 
one another and confused; some new farmers began to reject the 
land they had gained and until the LKT forbade it, 4,5000 peas
ants renounced their land. The result of all this was that agricul
tural production fell.

The annexation of the Lithuanian economy was crowned by 
the removal of the litas from circulation, through which local 
people suffered losses in the range of 0.5 billion roubles as the 
LSSR budget was incorporated into the USSR budget at the begin
ning of 1941. The Lithuanian economy had been a market 
economy with private and co-operative ownership and now it be
came a centralised sate planned economy, a part of the USSR 
economy and it was oriented to the economic plans of the USSR 
and not the economic needs of Lithuania. Old-fashioned relations 
still prevailed in Lithuanian agriculture which the soviets did not 
manage to destroy.

The enforced sovietisation with the active participation of emis
saries sent from the USSR took place in all areas of Lithuanian life. 
Educational programmes were reviewed, teachers were replaced, 
libraries and museums were “cleansed” and the Church’s activities 
were restricted. People’s patriotic sentiments were awakened by 
the ban on national symbols passed on July 21 with regard to the 
state coat of arms, anthem and flag.

That communists became minister of domestic affairs and di
rector of the national security council in the People’s Government 
and that a replacement for A. Snieckus came from Moscow illus
trates the importance of repressive organs to the Soviet regime. In
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June 1941 around 6,000 people worked in the state security 
(NKGB) and domestic affairs (NKVD) commissariats (not count
ing secret agents). The Soviets divided the population into the 
“People”, “workers”, whom they represented and defended and the 
“enemies of the People”. In Lithuania the latter included members 
of outlawed parties and all, even non-political organisations 
(members of stamp clubs, administrators from the civil service, 
especially the police). Any who doubted soviet domestic or foreign 
policy was an “enemy of the people”. From autumn 1940 several 
dozens types of “enemies of the people” were drawn up on 
Moscow’s orders. The first mass arrests of these enemies took 
place before the elections to the People’s seimas on July 11-12 
1940, when between 500 and 2,000 persons were arrested and 
this became a factor of everyday Soviet life. In June 1941 around 
12,000 people were imprisoned of whom around 85 percent were 
charged with anti-Soviet behaviour.

Another form of Soviet combat against those who would not be 
convinced by them was deportation to the depths of Russia, usu
ally as whole families. The first to be exiled even before Lithuania 
became part of the USSR were A. Voldemaras, A. Merkys and sev
eral ministers with their families. On May 16 1941 the central 
committee of the VKP(b) and the LKT of the USSR passed a reso
lution “On transporting socially-alien elements from the Baltic 
Republics, Western Ukraine, Western Belorussia and Moldavia”. 
From Lithuanian 21,214 persons were supposed to be deported. 
Mass deportations were effected on June 14-18 and people listed 
were to be transported in cattle cars into the depths of Russia. 
There are various figures for the number of deportees, citing as 
many as 30,000-34,000, but according to reliable data from 1942 
there were more than 17,000 (not counting the number of Jews 
that was not published during the German Occupation, and which
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was between 1,000 and 7,000)6. Of these there were 13,000 Li
thuanians and 3,300 Poles. Snieckus later excused himself to the 
Central Committee by pointing out that the transportation’s were 
not completed because of the War. Thus began the Soviet deporta
tions of the Lithuanian people and members of other nationalities.

The beginning of the occupation of Lithuania and its 
sovietisation was also the beginning of the resistance. However 
greatly society was disturbed in summer 1940, the first cases of 
resistance to the soviet regime became visible. This was done by 
Lithuanian diplomats who reported to the countries where they 
were accredited on June 21-23 that Lithuania had been occupied. 
Not all countries recognised the annexation. Great Britain, USA 
and other democratic countries did not recognise the annexation, 
but Germany, Italy and Sweden did. This diplomatic appeal and 
other actions formed a basis for the fight for Lithuanian indepen
dence at a diplomatic level.

Resistance to the occupation in Lithuania at first was spontane
ous and the outlawed Lithuanian national anthem resounded 
through the teachers’ congress on August 14, All Souls was cel
ebrated in Kaunas (November 2), the election was boycotted, anti- 
Soviet demonstrations spread. Opposition to the soviets came to 
become organised on November 17 1940 on the initiative of the 
Lithuanian envoy in Berlin Kazys Skirpa when the Lithuanian Ac
tivists’ Front or LAF was formed. This movement united represen
tatives of various political movements who were in Germany at 
the time and they united with the aim of restoring the Lithuanian 
state. This was connected with the war between Germany and the 
USSR, an uprising was organised behind the Red Army’s lines and

6 Grunskis E., “Lietuvos gyventojij tremimai”, in Lietuvos gyventojy tremimai 1940-  
1941, 1944-1953 metais sovietines okupacines valdzios dokumentuose, ed. A. Tyla, 

Vilnius, 1995, p. 34-43.
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there were plans to re-declare Lithuanian independence. LAF was 
in a no hope situation and its members realised that Lithuania 
would not overcome the Soviet Union by itself, that hopes for sup
port from the western democracies were unrealistic, and they knew 
that their plans did not suit Germany but they thought they had to 
make the best of the war brewing between Hitler and Stalin and 
hoped that Germany would recognise the restoration of the Li
thuanian state. The scenario of active people from a tiny nation 
fighting for their lifeblood repeated itself and any decision could 
be controversial.

LAF members were not supporters of nazi ideology or Germany 
and only the followers of A. Voldemaras sympathised with Hitler, 
but LAF activities concentrated in Germany and had a German 
orientation for it could not have been otherwise, for it was only 
possible to get to Germany from Lithuania and it was there that 
refugees from Soviet terror gathered. The formation of LAF 
strengthened resistance in Lithuania and patriotic groups formed 
spontaneously. Although the soviets caught some of them, various 
underground movements were spread out in June 1941 and some 
of them maintained links with LAF. Refugees from the soviet trans
ports armed themselves. An Uprising was imminent.

Lithuania at the beginning of the war between the USSR and Ger
many: the Uprising of June 1941 and the Lithuanian Provisional 
Government. On June 22 1941 the German army attacked the 
USSR and the war began in earnest for Lithuania. After experienc
ing sovietisation, national scorn, a fall in its standard of living and 
an increase in terror Lithuanian had been affected deeply by the 
deportations on the eve of war and to the Lithuanians the conflict 
seemed like salvation from the soviet yoke and no thought was 
given to a new occupying force. The Wehrmacht attack was very
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swift and covered Southern Lithuania on June 22; Vilnius fell on 
June 24, followed by Kaunas on June 25. By June 28 the front was 
already beyond Lithuanian frontiers. The scattered and uncontrol
lable Red Army was powerless. Most of the Lithuanian 29th Corps 
deserted and the Red Army took only some of them with it.

LAF made haste to move ahead of the Germans and on the 
morning of June 23 its representative, Leonas Prapuolenis pro
claimed the re-establishment of the Lithuanian state and the com
position of a provisional government from a radio transmitter in 
German-occupied Kaunas. The broadcast of the Lithuanian an
them became a sign for uprisings throughout Lithuania. Although 
there had been preparations for the uprising this had been more on 
a political than a military level. Therefore the Uprising took place 
in stops and starts and in the provinces groups began to act on 
their own initiative. This shows that it was mature. Men from all 
classes joined the rebels or partisans, intellectuals, peasants, stu
dents and school boys, former policemen and, in Kaunas, many 
labourers. It is thought that around 16,000-20,000 partisans took 
place in the Uprising, of whom around 650 were slain7.

In Kaunas the Uprising took two directions: a Local Defence 
HQ set about co-ordinating the Uprising throughout Lithuania 
while spontaneously acting groups of partisans attacked Red Army 
troops in an attempt to safeguard and occupy the town. They suc
ceeded in doing this and on June 25 when the German Army en
tered Kaunas, the town was in rebel hands. Vilnius rose up on June 
23 under the leadership of the Town and District Citizens’ Com
mittee. The partisans fired on the Red Army as the Germans en
tered Vilnius. Soldiers of the 29th Corps joined in the Uprising.

7 Brandisauskas V., Siekiai atkurti Lietuvos valstybingumq: (1940.06-1941.09), Vil
nius, 1996,p .86-8, 147-8.
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The first partisan groups began operations in the provinces on 
June 23 too. The partisans attacked Red Army groups, cut their 
communications and the work of soviet repressive structures and 
liquidated soviet institutions. Many communications links and in
dustrial objects were preserved from destruction and political pris
oners were released. Not everywhere was the soviet terror sorted 
out in advance and in various places they killed around 1,000 po
litical prisoners, including many peasants who had not paid their 
taxes and peaceful people. The murders at Rainiai near Telsiai, 
and Pravieniskes became famous and inspired people’s resolve. 
The Uprising lasted about a week until the Red Army had retreated 
from Lithuania. The Uprising fulfilled its most important task of 
showing the Germans that there were people with aims to restore 
Lithuanian independence and it allowed the Provisonal Govern
ment to begin to work.

Not all Lithuanian citizens rejoiced to see the Soviets driven 
out. Around 5,000 Soviet activists perished during the Uprising 
and approximately 20,000 people retreated deep into the USSR. 
The Germans inspired most alarm in the Jews. Although the Sovi
ets had deported many thousands of Jews on June 14-18, they did 
not seem so dangerous as the nazis. This feared was justified, 
knowing German anti-Semitic ideology and propaganda. Certain 
LAF proclamations called on people to join the fight against “Jew
ish bolshevism” and Jews became unambiguously associated with 
the soviets. As the events of the first days of the war show, this 
claim seemed hypnotic.

The leadership of the German security police and SD Operative 
Groups A (Einsatzgruppen), set up to destroy Germany’s enemies 
collected a group of Germans in the border town of Tilsit which 
began massacring people in the Lithuanian border areas on June 
21 and by July 11 they had killed more than 1,500 people, mostly
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Jews but also Communists and soviet activists. On June 25 the 
leaders of Group A were in Kaunas and organised a “spontane
ous” pogrom during which several hundred Jews were murdered. 
This was carried out by Lithuanians and the Germans sat in the 
background. Various “spontaneous” partisan groups in the prov
inces set about killing Jews, Communists and soviet activists. Most 
of the victims were Jews and the murderers were inspired by nazi 
propaganda which equated Jews with bolsheviks. This could have 
appeared credible to people who had endured soviet terror and the 
deportations because during the soviet period the Jewish commu
nity appeared more active socially than had been in case under the 
republic and Jews were among the soviet functionaries, as were 
Lithuanian Gentiles. Because of their geo-political situation the 
Jews were indeed more inclined to favour the soviets than rejoice 
at their expulsion. The erroneous impression of their increased 
activity was created by Jewish communist involvement in public 
life in the Lithuanian Republic (although the underground LKP 
was not very noticeable) and during the soviet occupation, when 
many from other Jewish movements settled Jewish affairs. Jewish 
communists who were represented in the Communist Party in the 
same proportions as Jews were represented in society at large at 
the outbreak of war did not provide justification for calling the 
LKP “Jewish”, but they committed partisan acts that served the 
anti-Semitic mood. Of the six people responsible for carrying out 
the deportations of people on A. Snieckus’s list, four were Jewish. 
The work of Jewish communists and their supporters was paraded 
in public but Jewish losses under the soviets, the nationalisation of 
their property and the deportation of many of their community 
went unnoticed. As this general mood blended with the influence 
of nazi ideology on certain political flows, the seed of domestic 
anti-Semitism, the cultural isolation of the Jewish communities,
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the temptation for a desire for revenge caused by the deportations 
and for taking advantage on the part of criminal elements, thou
sands of Lithuanian Jews were killed even before the Germans 
took over control of the so-called “Jewish Question”. Not all par
tisan groups and not all members of particular partisan groups 
that were renowned for killing Jews did in fact kill Jews and the 
Provisional Government reprimanded partisans, but it must be 
admitted that the Holocaust began in Lithuania at the end of June 
1941 and that that was the work of Germans and Lithuanians. 
The Germans were led by nazi ideology with racialist anti- 
Semitism, while the Lithuanians were blinded by the “Communist- 
Jew” slogan and an often unjustifiable desire for vengeance (as is 
shown by the fact that Lithuanian Soviet activists were killed along 
with Jews), mixed up with all the other aforementioned factors.

As the Wehrmacht entered Kaunas on June 25 the Lithuanian 
Provisional Government was already in action. The Germans did 
not allow the man who was expected to become prime minister,
K. Skirpa, to leave Berlin and the first session of June 24 was 
chaired by Juozas Ambrazevicius, who remained to head the gov
ernment. Its first task was to take over government establishments, 
and present the Germans with the establishment of Lithuanian in
dependence as a fait accompli. On June 25 the government ap
pealed to the nation, declaring deliverance from the soviet yoke 
and regarding the German attack on the USSR to be a condition 
for bringing Lithuania into western culture, claiming that after the 
specific details of the German-Lithuanian relationship had been 
worked out, a permanent Lithuanian government would be set 
up, declaring the main points of social-economic policy. On July 
17-19 the first laws were passed dealing with the denationalisation 
of land, commercial and industrial firms, and town houses. Haste 
was made to desovietise Lithuania and the government apparatus
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that had existed before June 15 1940 was restored along with cen
tral and provincial structures. In Vilnius the Citizens’ Committee 
operated and in the provinces activists and partisans used their 
own initiative to set up governmental bodies and a police force.

The Provisional Government was not acceptable to the Germans 
and they had no plans for restoring a Lithuanian state. Their mili
tary administration avoided the functions of civil government and 
tolerated the Provisional Government. Although the latter adapted 
to German interests and laws and declared its loyalty to Germany. It 
did not avoid taking anti-Semitic resolutions (by refusing, for ex
ample, to denationalise Jewish property) but it was always being 
hindered by the Germans even so. Desovietisation was not permit
ted and the litas was not brought back into circulation. On June 28 
the Government received instructions to disarm its existing armed 
divisions, the partisans and activists and in Kaunas these were trans
formed into National Labour Security Battalions to be used by the 
Germans. At the end of July German civilian government was in
troduced into Lithuania and the Provisional Government was no 
longer needed. J. Ambrazevicius and most other ministers refused 
to serve in the German administration and on August 9 the Gov
ernment had to resign. LAF leaders defended the Provisional Govern
ment’s actions in a memorandum to Hitler on September 15 and 
they pointed out the abnormalities in Lithuanian life, that is the 
halting of the government’s work, the calling off of denationalisation 
and the ban on state symbols. They alleged that that would disap
pear if only the Lithuanian state’s existence were to be recognised. 
The answer to this memorandum came on September 26; LAF was 
closed down. The Germans showed that a Lithuanian organisation 
that sought political autonomy was not needed.

Such was the finale of the Lithuanian labours organised by LAF 
and the Provisional Government to restore the Lithuanian state.
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Lithuanian politicians believed too much in German favour for a 
Lithuania that had risen up against the Soviets and this can be 
excused by their misunderstanding of German strategic aims. The 
Provisional Government balanced on the edge of collaboration 
with the nazis, but neither the government nor LAF gave in to 
German pressure. LAF and the government did not wish to serve 
nazi Germany blindly; their plans did not suit German plans and 
they could not be tolerated. Although the Lithuanian state had not 
been re-established, the Provisional Government fulfilled its primary 
task, namely it proclaimed resistance to the soviet occupation to the 
world and revelled the Lithuanian nation’s determination to recre
ate its state. The Uprising of June 1941 was multifaceted. The Li
thuanian nation exploited the German attack, threw off soviet 
control and tried to restore its state. Lithuania in effect came out 
on nazi Germany’s side in the war against the totalitarian USSR 
and this pushed her far away from the western democracies, which 
gave her no help; she rose up armed to fight for liberty and some 
rebels made use of the occasion in a way that did not meet the 
ethics of a liberation struggle and directed fire not only against the 
real enemy, (they defined the “real” enemy not on political grounds 
but on ethnic principles) but against fellow citizens, thereby con
tributing to the beginning of the Holocaust.

German-occupied Lithuania, 1941-44. Germany occupied Lithua
nia in the first days of the war. While there was still a provisional 
Government, it seemed that Lithuania would have state status and 
would run its affairs autonomously or at least with its own appa
ratus. The introduction of a German civilian administration and 
the removal of the provisional government showed that Lithuania 
was just an occupied country. On July 17 Ostland was created on 
Hitler’s orders out of the former Lithuania, Estonia and Latvia
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and made subject to the Reich’s minister of Reichskommissariat 
Ostland, Alfred Rosenberg. Lithuania was now Generalbezirk Li- 
tauen and its commissar general was Adrian Theodor von Renteln. 
The hezirk contained all Lithuanian territory and a few southern 
areas; in 1942 a few western Belorussian districts were added to it. 
At that time Lithuania had a territory of 67,200 km2 and a popu
lation of 2.8 million of whom 80 percent were Lithuanian, 12 per
cent Polish, 3 percent Belorussian, 3 percent Russian and 1 percent 
were German. The Jews were not included. The country was di
vided into districts run by German commissars. The Germans 
lacked the staff to run the administration and so gave permission 
for Lithuanian local authorities to form. Lithuanian institutions 
were supposed to carry out practical tasks while the Germans in
structed and supervised them. The structure of local government 
did not change and the Germans also used the tactic of hiding their 
actions behind the cover of other people. The decisions of German 
institutions were superior to those of the Lithuanian institutions, 
which had no control over German and Jewish affairs. To co-ordi
nate the work of lower institutions and provide for more effect 
compliance with German instructions A. von Renteln issued a di
rective on July 28 making Lithuanian general advisers the highest 
link in the chain of Lithuanian self-government. The general advis
ers headed by General Petras Kubiliunas were responsible indi
vidually for a particular area and were not a collective institution 
like a government, but just a German administrative agency, that 
is, a collaborating institution that differed from the soviet collabo
rators. These acted while Lithuania was occupied and had taken 
the initiative during the sovietisation of Lithuania. The general ad
visers were appointed when the Germans introduced a civilian ad
ministration into Lithuania. They formed a necessary and useful 
link between the German administration and the Lithuanian self
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government institutions. Some of them opposed German directives 
that were unfavourable to Lithuanians and they tried to change or 
delay them. Some were dismissed, four were sent to a concentra
tion camp where two died.

The country’s economy was linked to war needs. Peasants were 
inflicted with demands for payments in kind and those who were 
unable to meet such demands were terrorised, as they had been 
under soviet rule. Denationalisation did not happen and the prop
erty that had been nationalised by the soviets was taken over by 
German institutions. Forced labour in Germany was another bur
den brought by the occupation. At first volunteers were recruited 
freely, but when these did not prove sufficient, 100,000 people 
were required who were fit for work. This forced labour was boy
cotted, but people who were fit for work were rounded up and 
sent of under duress to Germany, where 70,000 people were sent 
during the war. In nazi plans Ostland had been designated as an 
area for German colonisation and discussions were held as to how 
many people should be moved from a specific bezirk to provide 
places for German colonists to settle. The Germans had begun 
colonising Lithuanian lands even before the war. In accordance 
with a German-USSR agreement of January 10 1941 11,000 Li
thuanians were forced to move to the LSSR from nazi-occupied 
Seinai and Lithuanians from the Klaipeda District were also trans
ferred to the Lithuanian Soviet Republic. Their homes were taken 
over by Germans. In summer 1942 around 2,000 peasant families 
were moved from western areas of Lithuania, mostly to eastern 
Lithuania. They were forced to leave their farms which were then 
taken over by Germans. In the period 1941-44 around 30,000 
Germans were settled in Lithuania, mostly in the countryside (3,500 
families) and the rest came to Kaunas and Vilnius. Colonisation 
was halted only by German defeats on the eastern front.
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The round-ups of people who were fit for work and the 
colonisation efforts were carried out by the German civilian ad
ministration and the repressive structures which were a particu
larly important part of the occupation regime. These made their 
appearance in Lithuania soon after the German Army arrived and 
operated independently of both the military and civilian adminis
trations. These were Operative Groups A (Einsatzgruppe) of the 
German security police and SD with Operative Unit 3A, which 
was reorganised into an institution under the leader of the German 
security police and SD in Lithuania. Its task was to combat all 
conceivable enemies of nazism, and led to a total investigation of 
the population and any organisation. German security used the 
structures of the Lithuanian security and police services which had 
been set up by the Provisional Government. These were included 
in the German security system and assisted the Germans. The most 
visible auxiliary force were the so called self-defence or police bat
talions. The Germans formed them from groups of former parti
sans and activists who had been subject to the Provisional Govern
ment, soldiers from the soviet 29th Corps and Lithuanian prisoners 
of war. At first six-months’ contracts were made and from Septem
ber 28 1941 men were to serve for an unlimited period of time. 
There were twenty such battalions in all during the war and 
around 8,400 men served in them, of whom 450 died and around 
3,000 deserted. At first the battalions carried out various security 
and law and order functions, some were sent to the eastern front, 
the Ukraine and Byelorussia to defend military objects and fight 
against (Soviet) partisans, and there they were drawn into actions 
against civilians and the shooting of Jews.

The resolution of the so-called “Jewish Question” was one of 
the German authorities’ most important tasks. They held the ini
tiative for discriminating against and murdering Jews and the Ger-
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man security police demanded that Lithuanian institutions carry 
out anti-Semitic policy and they had to pass on the instructions of 
German security or the district commissars for various kinds of 
pressure on Jews and on July 10 Kaunas’s Jews were ordered to 
move to the Ghetto in Vilijampole by August 15. Operative Group 
A and the leader of the German security police that replaced it in 
Lithuania and the SD organised planned murders of Lithuanian 
Jews from the beginning of July. Kaunas Jews were driven into the 
forts near the town and shot. In the provinces they were gathered 
in specified places, driven into murder sites and shot. The murders 
were planned and carried out by the German security and Lithua
nian local authority institutions such as the police had to carry out 
preparatory work on the orders of the German security police 
(such as collecting Jews together, guarding them and transporting 
them to their deaths). The provisional Government could change 
nothing, the partisans were taken over by Germany and after the 
government was dismissed there was no responsible Lithuanian 
institutions left in office. The murders were completed by special 
divisions of German Security, such as the Lieutenant Joachim 
Hamann and Special Vilnius Groups whose leaders were Germans 
but whose ranks were filled by several dozen Lithuanians. They 
and other groups subject to the German security service, including 
police support groups, killed around 80,000 Lithuanian Jews in 
July-December 1941. These murders differ from the June murders 
in that in June men and suspect Communist women had been shot 
along with communists and soviet activists, but in the slaughter 
carried out between July and December men, women and children 
were killed. This was in keeping with Hitler’s instructions given at 
the end of July 1941 to kill all Soviet Jews. In autumn 1941 this 
mass murder was halted temporarily and surviving Jews in Vilnius, 
Kaunas and Siauliai were forced into ghettos, as the effects of

389



labour shortages were felt. After the mass-murders of autumn 
1941 life in the ghettos was comparatively stable but as the front 
grew closer, they were liquidated and survivors were either shot or 
sent of to concentration camps in Germany.

According to various calculations (these are not exact since there 
are no surviving lists and documentary evidence is in short sup
ply), during the war around 190,000-200,000 or 90-95 percent 
of Lithuanian Jews perished. The murders of July-December 1941 
and later years were based on racist nazi ideology; nazis organised 
them and carried them out, while Lithuanian police and certain 
police battalions were used for preparatory work and the murders. 
As during the June 1941 Pogrom, the Lithuanian contingent in 
these actions and its motives were varied. There is no justification 
for these murders, especially since apart from these murderers, more 
Lithuanians (approximately 3,000) risked their lives to save, hide 
and protect Jews. There were protests; members of the provisional 
Government like Generals S. Rastikis and Stasys Pundzevicius stood 
up for Jews against the German generals and calmed down raging 
partisans and in October 1941 the Lithuanian Bishops’ Confer
ence asked for killings to end; protests were made by K. Grinius, 
M. Krupavicius and others. The protests went unheeded and Lithua
nians were not strong enough to have an effect on nazi policy.

After the Provisional Government and LAF were closed down, 
the only surviving legal Lithuanian organisation was the Lithua
nian Nationalist Party that had conflicted with the Provisional 
Government and LAF. It was nazi in orientation and hoped to gain 
satellite status for Lithuania, but when it approached the Germans 
concerning conditions for Lithuanian state life, it was closed down. 
It became clear that Germany would not support Lithuanian inde
pendence and that was a necessary precondition for Lithuanian 
collaboration with the nazis. The murder of the Jews created moral
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and political problems and an alliance with Germany became un
thinkable. In autumn 1941 former LAF members created the first 
organisations. These formed on party principles; the Christian 
Democrats formed the Lithuanian Front, the Tautininkai created 
the Lithuanian liberty Fighters’ Union, while the Liaudininkai and 
social democrats gathered around the Nepriklausoma Lietuva (In
dependent Lithuania) newspaper. The Lithuanian Liberty Army 
[LLA] comprised mainly officers from the Lithuanian Army. Many 
smaller groups were active throughout Lithuania but at first it was 
difficult to unite the resistance because of ideological differences, 
personal ambition and a lack of communication.

At the same time it was clear that the all the groups had common 
aims and tactics. In Lithuania, which had experienced two occupa
tions, there were two basic concepts of who was the national en
emy: the soviet and nazi regimes. Therefore the Resistance’s main 
aim was to remove the occupation and restore the Lithuanian state. 
It was thought that the allies would win the war and hence the 
USSR would too and that Lithuania would once more fall under 
soviet control. Much hope was placed in support from Great Brit
ain and the USA in the battle against the soviets and preparations 
were laid for the imminent fight against the USSR. Therefore the 
decision was taken not to waste Lithuanian strength in an armed 
struggle against the nazis, but to try to slow down the approach of 
Soviet forces, and protect people and the economy for the future 
state. The methods of passive resistance included boycotting the 
occupation power’s instructions, especially those concerning Ger
man military units and forced labour in Germany, attempts were 
made to preserve national culture and education and uncover nazi 
and soviet collaborators. This required broad propaganda action, 
many underground publications were made and distributed, calls 
for action were issued and so forth. This had an effect and the
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Germans felt the boycotts on invitations to work in Germany, 
mobilisations into supplementary military units and the formation 
of a Lithuanian SS legion. As a  result of the latter repression in
creased. On March 15-17 1943 the universities of Vilnius and 
Kaunas were closed down and 4 6  social and cultural activists were 
sent off as hostages to the Stutthof Concentration Camp in north
western Poland.

In the underground as resistance organisations restructured 
themselves, two centres stood out. These were the Supreme Lithua
nian Committee (including Liaudininkai, social democrats, na
tional party supporters and nationalists) and the Christian Demo
crats’ Nation Council. In Novem ber 1943 these and other groups 
joined together in the Supreme Committee for the Liberation of 
Lithuania (VLIK) that was meant to carry out the functions of an 
underground government and lead  the resistance. The authorita
tive social democratic politician S. Kairys was elected as leader of 
the Committee and on February 16 1944 the VLIK published its 
policy programme, based on the surviving sovereignty of the Li
thuanian state. It declared the sta te ’s democratic form and invited 
people to join the common fight for an independent Lithuania. 
The appearance of this Committee was an important move in re
sistance and showed the most prom ising way of opposing the oc
cupation, namely uniting forces.

Armed Polish and Soviet partisans also operated on Lithuanian 
territory. Poland still regarded Vilnius as belonging to it and un
derground groups had been operating in the city since autumn 1939. 
In 1943 the most important Polish military structure made its ap
pearance in the Vilnius District, the Armia Krajowa (AK). Because 
the AK sought to restore the Polish state within it old borders (i.e. 
together with Eastern Lithuania), it was regarded as anti-Lithua
nian. The differences between the aim s of the Polish and Lithua-
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Germans changed tactics and in early 1944 they allowed Lithua
nian military forces to be set up with 10,000 men and these were 
called the Local Lithuanian Muster. This was supported by the 
resistance that hoped that the Muster would become the kernel of 
a new Lithuanian army ready to fight for the restoration of Li
thuania as the Germans withdrew and the Red Army invaded. They 
also hoped that it would beat back soviet and Polish partisans. 
The Muster’s chief was General P. Plechavicius who negotiated for 
the Muster to be headed by a Lithuanian and that it would be used 
to fight the Red Army only on Lithuanian territory. After publish
ing a call for Lithuanians to join the Muster on February 16 1944, 
a contingent of 5,000 soldiers was formed. But the Germans did 
not trust this autonomous national unit and demanded that the 
Lithuanians be mobilised in the German Army. Tension between 
the leaders of the Muster and the German forces increased and the 
Muster began to organise in secret and arm former Lithuanian 
Riflemen. The Germans began to incorporate the Muster within 
the SS police and Plechavicius opposed this. He was arrested on 
May 15 and the disarmament of the Muster began along with nazi 
repression, Lithuanians began to desert and certain garrisons de
serted under arms. The Local Muster once more showed that the 
Lithuanians would not fight unconditionally on the German side 
and that finding an agreement with the Germans was impossible.

Fallen victim to arrests the VLIK tried to organise itself once 
more and in June it renewed its activities under the chairmanship 
of K. Grinius and this was limited to appealing to the nation, ex
plaining the political situation and encouraging people to resist the 
oncoming soviets. Military resistance structures, the LLA and oth
ers, attracted the attention of German military intelligence but they 
did not join in closer co-operation. The main attention was centred 
on preparations for the encounter with the soviets.
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On July 4 1944 the Red Army entered Lithuania and seized 
Vilnius which they themselves had bombarded. The AK attempted 
to pre-empt the advance of the Red Army and after a long silence it 
concentrated its units around Vilnius and attempted unsuccessfully 
to seize the town on July 6-7. It wished to show that Poland had a 
right to Vilnius. The Soviets did not regard the AK as an ally and 
its leadership in Lithuania was arrested in mid-July and its units 
disarmed. As it moved westwards the Red Army took Kaunas on 
August 1 and in mid-August it reached the German front line. 
Heavy fighting took place to the north over Siauliai and the town 
was razed to the ground. Here the Lithuanian Sixteenth Division 
fought as part of the Red Army. It had been formed from the re
treating Lithuanian 29th Division of the Red Army, evacuated men 
and USSR Lithuanians. It received its baptism of fire in 1943 in the 
Battle of Orel, where it lost the great part of its men (3,400 were 
slain and 8,400 were wounded). In early 1944 it comprised 32 
percent Lithuanians, 40 percent Russians, 22 percent Jews. The Red 
Army renewed its attack in Zemaitija on October 5 and marched 
towards Klaipeda. The port was taken on January 28 1945. Mili
tary actions came to an end on Lithuanian territory, but peace did 
not come.

The spread of the war, experience of deportations in 1941 and a 
fear of new Soviet repression aroused thousands of Lithuanian 
people to flee from their homes westwards, where there were 64,000 
Lithuanians at the end of the war. Most of them were farmers but 
the most important thing was that in summer 1944 many teachers, 
doctors, lawyers, people from the world of the arts and scholar
ship and thousands of students and school-children left Lithuania. 
This was a large sector of the nation’s intelligentsia, in some cases 
the majority of the nation’s specialists. They were torn away from 
the wounded trunk of the nation and left behind important areas
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for work, but most of them were threatened by soviet repression 
and their withdrawal was justifiable and in the post-war years they 
became very important defenders of Lithuanian affairs in the west.

The first sign of the new sovietisation was the special forces of 
the NKVD that followed close on the heels of the Red Army into 
Lithuania. The NKVD arrested participants in the June Uprising, 
policemen, soldiers from the German auxiliary units and the Local 
Muster, members of the anti-nazi resistance and persons suspected 
of anti-Soviet views. The farms of suspects were burned in the 
countryside and as people ate their Christmas Eve dinner in 1944 
several villages in Lithuania were burned. On August 1 1944 the 
soviet authorities declared mobilisation into the Red Army but 
only 14 percent of 35,000 conscripts obeyed the call-up. NKVD 
repression began as did the round up of conscripts. By the end of 
the war the soviets in Lithuania managed to recruit around 108,000 
men into the Red Army, half of whom were pressganged.

The mobilisation caused young people to flee into the forests 
and join partisan groups. The LLA began to organise these groups 
in red-Army-occupied Lithuania in August 1944. The groups were 
centres of congregation and action for soldiers from the Lithua
nian army and the Local Muster, policemen, members of the 
Riflemen’s association and men and women who were patrioti
cally-minded and in hiding from mobilisation. By the end of the 
war more than 30,000 partisans had gathered in Lithuanian for
ests, more several dozen partisan groups had formed and they be
gan to consolidate. The Lithuanian partisan war against the sovi
ets had begun.

The Second World War ended. It brought Lithuania not liberation 
and a restoration of statehood but many losses, sins and lessons.
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During World War Two as a particularly unfavourable political 
situation developed Lithuania lost its state and experienced soviet and 
nazi occupations. The passive attitudes of the nation’s elite and soci
ety in the face of soviet aggression made the loss of statehood even 
more bitter. Soon this was understood as a crime against the people 
and the greatest sin, and the desire for redemption from this would 
affect the position of the Lithuanian nation in the very near future.

Lithuania’s annexation by the Soviet Union and its sovietisation 
took away from the Lithuanians their familiar way of life, destroyed 
the roots of nationhood and changed economic-social relation
ships without benefiting a single class in society; it turned Lithua
nia into a little wing of the Soviet Union’s totalitarian system, be
reft of rights and in the end it began to present a threat to the 
nation’s vibrancy; the deportations were a lesson to be learned. 
Even those who were expecting social changes saw clearly that this 
would do no good.

The June Uprising was a risk on the level of international poli
tics because it could have turned Lithuania into an ally of nazi 
Germany and an enemy of the western democracies. This did not 
happen, thanks to the firm stances taken by Lithuanian politicians 
and the risk was unavoidable and justifiable, because after the be
ginning of the war against the Soviet Union the ranks of German 
enemies were not monolithically democratic and resistance to so
viet totalitarianism was the Lithuanian nation’s inalienable right 
and do not mean it was turning away from the western democra
cies. The active stance of June 1941 was the opposite of the passiv
ity of June 1940 that showed the vibrancy of the Lithuanian na
tion and its political elite and it was a lesson learned from fatal 
passivity. But the nazi occupation was no easier than the soviet 
occupation and it was impossible to achieve the aims of restoring 
the Lithuanian state, which had been the Uprising’s main aim.
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The atmosphere of both forms of totalitarianism gave birth to 
the second great sin, the Holocaust carried out with the participa
tion of some Lithuanians. Lithuanian relations with Jews until then, 
even taking into account the spread of inaccurate equations of 
Jews with communists and the recently experienced Soviet terror, 
did not prefigure the turn that was taken in relations between the 
two ethnic communities. That change in relationship was deter
mined by nazi ideology and policy but participation in implement
ing nazi policy is completely unjustifiable and is criminal. A small 
number of Lithuanians, perhaps 2,000-3,000 took part in the mur
der of Jews in Lithuania and beyond the country’s borders and this 
was supported in neither word nor action by any representative 
Lithuanian institution and just as many risked their lives for Jews 
and saved Jews. This is no basis for complacency or self-justifica
tion for the sin was too great. During the Holocaust Lithuania lost 
190,000-200,000 or 90-95 percent of its Jewish citizens. Taking 
account of the fact that Jews experienced the same fate in Byelo
russia and Ukraine, the whole Jewish ethno disappeared in effect.

During the war Lithuania lost on the whole around 600,000 
people or 20 percent of its population in various ways. These were 
Holocaust victims, soviet deportees, soviet activists and partisans 
from the June Uprising, those who died on the fronts or in the 
resistance, who were taken off for forced labour in Germany or 
withdrew into USSR territory, the ones who left westwards in sum
mer 1944 and other victims of the nazi and soviet regimes. The 
cities were deserted. Vilnius lost around 50 percent of its popula
tion and Kaunas around 20 percent; in the Klaipeda District 
15,000 people remained out of 154,000. As the war continued 
“repatriations” of Poles began from Lithuania. These losses cre
ated a new demographic situation in Lithuania that was danger
ous for Lithuanians.
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Lithuanian resistance society lived on the hopes that the clause 
contained in the Atlantic Charter signed by Great Britain and the 
USA on August 14 1941 concerning the pre-war borders of Euro
pean states would be made reality. With certain conditions the 
USSR joined this charter on September 24 1941. This fact alone 
should have cooled the ardour of those who believed in the Char
ter for they had endured USSR demagogy on more than one occa
sion. The way in which the war progressed showed that the west
ern democracies were unable to give instructions to the USSR and 
change the political situation of the Baltic States; in other words 
the latter were left to the mercy of the USSR, although there had 
been talk of not recognising their annexation by the Soviet Union. 
Appreciation of how little politics could be trusted was a lesson 
the Lithuanians had not learned; this gullibility affected the 
“People’s” and the Provisional Governments; it affected the resis
tance movement too and life during the first post-war years. On 
the other hand as small Lithuania was constantly in a tense situa
tion, always surrounded by stronger, inimical political organisms, 
the search for outside support was understandable.

5.3. Lithuania under the Soviets

The Second World War brought an end to nazi occupation for 
Europe and the recreation of free states, but it was not so for the 
Baltic States, Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia. The latter were re
turned “to the bosom of the Soviet family of nations”, as Moscow 
newspapers reported in 1944. For the Lithuanian people this 
meant a new soviet occupation, as Lithuania once more became a 
republic of the USSR with “soviet statehood”, and in truth it was a 
province ruled by the Central Committee of the VKP(b) (All-Union
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Communist Party, Bolsheviks) and the LKT of the USSR. The USSR 
had a uniform state border, one soviet citizenship, and its republics 
were not represented in foreign and international organisations, 
with the exception of Byelorussia and Ukraine, which were mem
bers of the United Nations Organisation. There is evidence that 
the USSR sought separate UN membership for the Lithuanian So
viet Socialist Republic too, but without success. Therefore we can 
say from the start, even without knowing the history of Soviet 
Lithuania that the LSSR was not the Lithuanian state and was not 
the creation of the Lithuanian nation. The fight continued for the 
Lithuanian state and its independence led by Lithuanians on the 
international arena (by its emigres), but it disappeared as a “politi
cal body” and did not function within Lithuania itself or if it did, it 
functioned only on a spiritual level. The Lithuanian nation, the 
subject of the Lithuanian state, lived imprisoned, but the future of 
the Lithuanian state depended mostly on that nation and whether 
it would survive within the nation, in the heads and hearts of Li
thuanians or would disappear altogether.

At first the Baltic States differed from the other USSR republics 
and they had to be integrated into the USSR and sovietised. Their 
history was different than that of the other republics, but they were 
small bodies that were inevitably drawn into the common flow of 
USSR life and their history became part of USSR history. In other 
words there is no USSR history without Lithuania and no Lithua
nian history without the USSR. In the USSR there was always a 
bitter fight for power; not between political parties, for there was 
only one Party, but between personalities and the groups that 
formed around them. Its political history can be periodised ac
cording to campaign leaders as the ‘ages’ of Joseph Stalin, Nikita 
Khrushchev, Leonid Brezhnev and Mikhail Gorbachev. One or other 
process coincided with changes in leadership and each age had
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features that were typical of the whole Union and in Lithuania 
local colours enriched shared phenomena. Therefore Lithuanian 
history should also be periodised according to those categories, 
but here we will lay special emphasis on the Lithuanian specifici
ties of these common events.

The New Sovietisation and the Partisan War, 1944-54. The new
soviet occupation began in Lithuania when Stalin ruled the USSR. 
His totalitarian regime was renowned for its extraordinary centra
lisation of all spheres of life, the unification of the republics, total 
persecution of society and especially cruel means of mass terror 
against the public and the omnipotence of repressive organs. This 
order was to be transferred to Lithuania. The Lithuanian nation 
had no great experience of democracy, but when social terror be
gan and the bases of national identity came under attack, Lithua
nians came to experience extreme conditions. After surviving the 
stress of summer 1940 and being reborn in the Uprising of June 
1941, the nation resisted the return of the soviets with all its 
strength. Sovietisation and the nation’s fight against the USSR 
were the leitmotivs of the first post-war decade.

The soviet power structures, the Central Committee of the LKP, 
and the LKT returned together with the Red Army, and work be
gan on organising the central- and local-authority apparatus. One 
clear characteristic of sovietisation was a lack of trust in previous 
local and central authority structures and terror. Authority institu
tions were “cleansed” and by mid-June 1945 the NKVD (forerun
ner of the KGB) had arrested around 15,000 Lithuanian local au
thority officials from the years of the German Occupation, 
riflemen, policemen and other persons suspected by the soviets, 
and the cleansings were repeated. Many civil servants retreated 
westwards. By autumn 1947 the Central Committee of the VKP(b)

401



sent 12,300 officials from other parts of the USSR to replace them. 
These people were sent to work in the central administration ap
paratus, the repressive structures (the NKVD, which was divided 
into ministerial units, the MVD (Ministry of Internal Affairs) and 
NKGB/MGB (Ministry of State Security)), the railways and else
where and their numbers did not decrease until 1953. The leaders 
of the TSSR were even less independent in sorting out Lithuanian 
affairs than they had been in 1940-41. Apart from shadow fig
ures, many LSSR ministries and other institutions and even firms 
had a Russian leader sent from Moscow, the Russian language 
dominated in institutions and the authorities were russified too. 
The newcomers were often lower qualified and of lower morals 
and could not cope with local issues but the most important thing 
for USSR/LSSR leaders was that the staff be loyal. The nomencla
ture system of staffing was supposed to assure loyalty and when 
someone was appointed to or dismissed from a place of authority 
this could only be done by the relevant party organ. In 1952 the 
Central Committee of the VKP(b) controlled appointments to 275 
high-ranking posts and the Central Committee of the LKP nomen
clature controlled approximately 2,000 posts. In all there were 
more than 42,000 posts within nomenclature categories. Thanks 
to this system the VKP(b)/LKP had control over choice of staff. 
During the first post-war years even this was not enough and be
tween November 11 1941 and 1947 the Lithuanian Bureau of the 
VKP(b) Central committee was active; this comprised Moscow’s 
emissaries (who were also in charge) and only two Lithuanians, 
A. Snieckus and M. Gedvilas. The Bureau was expected to imple
ment VKP(b) policy in the LSSR, and control LSSR leadership, 
which it pressurised completely.

There were efforts to increase the number of members of the 
communist party, the highest authority institution. In 1945 the
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LKP had 3,500 members; in 1949 the figure was 24,500 and in 
1953 it had 36,200 members. Although there were attempts to 
bring workers into the party, most members were staff from au
thority and repressive structures and the percentage of Lithuanians 
members in the party was 20 percent in 1949 and 38.5 percent in 
1953. The increase in numbers of local LKP and Comsomol mem
bers and people who consciously served the soviet regime showed 
that part of society had come to terms with the soviet presence in 
Lithuania or even actively supported it, and they tried to make use 
of the opportunities offered by the system, especially as it was al
most impossible for non-party members to make a career. These 
people included the odd believer in communist ideas, careerists, 
young people misled by soviet propaganda and, in the repressive 
structures in particular, lumpen proletarians and criminal elements 
(here we have in mind the so-called “extermination battalions, 
istrebitelnye bataliony, commonly referred to as “stribai” that were 
set up on July 24 1947). These collaborationist stances were out of 
keeping with the strong mood of resistance to the soviets that was 
present among the great part of the nation. Collaboration with the 
soviets differed from collaboration with the nazis. During the nazi 
occupation work in all parts of the system was aimed at gaining 
benefits for Lithuania, but Lithuanian soviet collaborators or or
dinary members of the repressive structures were not interested in 
Lithuania’s affairs or their understanding of what was good for 
Lithuania differed markedly from how this was understood by the 
majority of the population.

From 1946 Lithuania, like the rest of the USSR was drawn into 
“election” farces. In 1946 there were “elections” to the USSR Su
preme Soviet and after that there were annual elections to the Su
preme Soviet of the LSSR, local soviets, for posts of judge and 
court adviser, and every four years the cycle repeated itself. These
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were not elections and candidates were not put forward; the com
munist party set one candidate per post and the electors had no 
effect on the results. Whatever number turned out to vote there 
was always an impressive voting turn out figure to be published. 
For example in 1946 91.8 percent of voters were reported as hav
ing cast their ballot and 95.4 percent of those who voted for candi
dates from the communist party and the non-party bloc. This farce 
continued until “Perestroika” and was presented as the victory of 
“socialist democracy” that showed that the USSR was a democratic 
state and that its authorities had a popular mandate.

At the end of the War the LSSR was given back the port of 
Klaipeda that had belonged to the Lithuanian Republic and now it 
became an immutable part of Lithuanian territory. The LSSR lead
ership settled in Vilnius, which once more became the centre of the 
Lithuanian nation’s life, and thus national expectations and soviet 
actions coincided. There were few coincidences, in part the resto
ration of the war-wrecked economy was one such area. Here as in 
other areas of life the consequences of the authorities’ actions were 
not unambiguous; they encouraged progress but also served Li
thuania’s integration into the USSR system, an annexation of the 
Lithuanians to ends that it opposed; Lithuania was threatened by 
colonisation and dangers to the nation’s existence. As the front 
crossed Lithuania the towns of Vilnius, Siauliai and Klaipeda suf
fered most. There was a hurry to rebuild them and in a few years 
they rose from the ruins. At the same time demobilised Red Army 
soldiers were settled there (around 16,000 in 1945-47) along with 
the afore-mentioned functionaries sent by the VKP(b) to Lithua
nia. Thousands of unorganised Russian and Russian-speaking 
colonists (i.e. people from other parts of the USSR) flocked to 
Vilnius and Klaipeda and they spoke Russian in public. In that 
way the Lithuanian language was pushed out of urban public life.
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The sovietisation of the Lithuanian economy was aided by the 
nationalisations of 1940 which the Germans had not rescinded. 
The soviets did not have to change property relations; they simply 
had to reincorporate industry, transportation and trade into the 
soviet economic system and this was achieved quickly. But agricul
ture did not suit the soviet system, for private farming dominated 
and in the USSR peasants had been pushed into kolkhozes. This 
had to be done in Lithuania too, but realising the peasants’ land 
lust the authorities set about re-allocating land in autumn 1944. 
This was done with land that was left without a proprietor after 
the war and also with the land of partisans and deportees. Farmers 
who had been wealthy and sufficiently endowed with land to em
ploy labour (buozes) were left with 20-30 hectares and around 1.6 
million ha came under state control. Before 1948 690,000 ha of this 
land was re-allocated to 96,000 landless peasants and smallholders. 
What the soviets had hoped for came to pass: the countryside was 
split, farmers who had lost land opposed the action and partisans 
hindered it. Not everyone was happy with the land they received 
and there was fear both of collectivisation and the partisans. But 
land lust was great and a class of new-settlers appeared in the vil
lages. These were supposed to provide support for the soviets in 
the countryside.

Lithuania was still an agricultural country and most of the 
population was involved in farming and lived in villages and small 
towns. The village was the stronghold of national identity and the 
most important source of resistance to the soviets. It absorbed vari
ous sovietisation processes and experienced both great changes 
and great blows. It was a place where post-war Lithuanian phe
nomena came face to face: partisans, collectivisation, deportations. 
They were linked in various ways; one process could strengthen or 
break another. This great tension lasted in Lithuania, especially in
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the countryside, for a decade, the interaction of these phenomena 
changed so much that it is impossible to sum these matters up 
briefly. Therefore we will examine the most important processes 
separately and just indicate how they affected one another.

Before completing the re-allocation of land the soviets set about 
forcing the peasants into collective farms. The thought of collec
tive farms was dreadful for Lithuanian peasants with their strong 
sense of individualism and proprietorial rights and it was feared 
worse than deportation; they were not prepared to leave their own 
land and join kolkhozes. On May 21 1947 the Central Committee 
of VKP(b) passed a resolution on setting up kolkhozes in the Baltic 
Republics and to implement this on May 20 1948 the Central com
mittee of the LKP and the LSSR Soviet of Ministers decided to 
forcibly set up kolkhozes. Not gaining the peasants’ voluntary en
try into collective farms, the authorities resorted to economic ter
ror. Between 1948 and 1951 peasant taxes were increased 5.4 times 
and payment in kind rose twice-fivefold and the taxes on the larg
est farms reached 75 percent8. Peasants who were unable to pay 
their taxes or meet demands for payment in kind were recorded, 
tried and imprisoned. The liquidation of the buozes began and 
around 4 percent of peasants (approximately 15,000 people) were 
placed in this category; their land and other property was confis
cated and they were deported. As a result of such methods 94 per
cent of Lithuanian peasants joined kolkhozes “voluntarily” between 
1948 and 1951. The kolkhozes’ property was not state-owned, 
but collectively owned and formally it was possible to leave the 
kolkhoz, but in truth this was a twentieth-century form of serf
dom, peasant freedom of movement was limited and they were

8 Truska L., “Lietuvos valstieciij kolektyvizavimas”, Lietuvos istorijos metrastis 1988, 
1989, p. 79-90.
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forced to work poorly-paid work. Kolkhoz meetings had no au
thority and everything was decided upon by higher-ranking party 
and soviet organs. The peasants’ standard of living that had been 
hit by unbearable taxation fell even lower, and the size of agricul
tural potential decreased catastrophically, but the soviets cel
ebrated the victory of collectivisation.

The sovietisation of Lithuanian life took place with modest re
sistance from the people. There were various forms of resistance 
and most people were drawn into civil disobedience. In summer 
1944 men began to hide from conscription into the Red Army and 
thereby resisted the new occupying force. The soviets repressed 
conscripts’ families and recruited only some of the men, as many 
went off to join the partisans. As the war continued and then after 
the war, especially after Winston Churchill’s speech of March 5 
1946, Lithuanians did not come to terms with the results of the 
war and hoped that the Atlantic Charter would be enacted; despite 
being exhausted by the war and three occupations, they hoped 
that the western democracies would fight the USSR and liberate 
them from the soviet yoke. This belief, strengthened by western 
propaganda and radio stations, was one of the mainstays of resis
tance to the occupation. People were trapped between real life un
der the yoke of a powerful occupying force and unrealistic hopes 
in western aid, which they wished to believe, but they only got 
confirmation of non-recognition of the 1940 seizure of Lithuania. 
The issue of Lithuania and the other Baltic states was not discussed 
in international forums and a sense of isolation grew in Lithuania.

Even so, sovietisation met with resistance. The soviets overcame 
the unwillingness to join kolkhozes only by using economic and 
physical terror; elections were boycotted, plans for increasing mem
bership of the party and Comsomol were not met because people 
avoided joining such organisations, church attendance increased
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as a sign of resistance to increasing persecution of the Church and 
religion. The church came in for even greater repression; between 
1944 and 1953 300 priests were arrested and imprisoned, from 
1948 onwards churches were closed down and 130 of them were 
turned into warehouses, factory buildings and sports halls. Never
theless, the Church remained the sole legal opposition institution 
and the soviets did not manage to make her their servant.

The highest form of resistance to the soviet occupation was Li
thuania’s partisan war with the USSR. The aim of the war was to 
drive the soviet occupants out of Lithuania and restore the country’s 
independence. Partisan wars against the USSR took place during 
the War in Western Ukraine, Latvia and Estonia and had analo
gous aims. The Lithuanians were not entirely alone within the 
USSR, but actions were not co-ordinated with other national resis
tance groups. The Lithuanian war was the largest in size and cov
ered all of Lithuania as the partisans set up an underground state. 
In seeking their main aims the partisans, according to their statute, 
had to fight against the occupants and their helpmeets, weaken 
their efforts to destroy or take control of the country’s life forces 
and its spiritual and material values; organise, equip and protect 
partisan members of the movement, their supporters, reserves, 
spiritual values and economic resources for the decisive stage of 
the liberation struggle.

Preparations had began for this war back in the days of German 
occupation, the LLA was organised and expanded by refugees from 
mobilisation and partisan groups were active during the last months 
of the war. The partisan war lasted a decade; its organisation 
changed as did its tactics and operational conditions. The first par
tisans came from the Lithuanian anti-nazi structures, people from 
the Lithuanian self-government institutions and police, former Li
thuanian Republic riflemen and these were joined by peasants, in-
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tellectuals, especially provincial teachers, students and schoolboys, 
people from all classes. In the whole war period 50,000 partisans 
held arms and there were just as many civilian members: members 
of underground organisations, messengers, supporters -  peasants 
who supplied partisans with food and other provisions. At one 
time there were between more than a dozen and several thousand 
combatants; a partisan lasted on average around two years. Parti
san groups gathered in the forests and were active in small towns 
and villages; they were organised in accordance with the statutes 
of the Lithuanian Army and many groups wore army uniforms 
and used an army ranking system. Lithuanian territory was di
vided into smaller and larger districts which joined together groups, 
companies, battalions and commands.

The soviet authorities deployed NKVD/MVD divisions and bor
der guard units against the partisans and at one time these num
bered 50,000 men. A network of soviet support units were formed 
in the provinces alongside local authority institutions and in addi
tion to regular soldiers the stribai saw action (there were between 
6,000 and 10,000 such “exterminators” at one time) as did armed 
soviet functionaries. Besides these there were 1,500 NKGB-MGB 
operatives who organised detection, agent recruitment and infil
tration into partisan structures. They managed to find traitors and 
this action was most dangerous to the partisan movement, for 
there was no antidote to it and it seemed the most effective way for 
the soviets to weaken the movement.

At first there was no partisan joint-command; in 1944-46 large 
groups were active and 100-300 combatants joined battle with 
NKVD units, temporarily occupied small towns, destroyed soviet 
establishments and liberated prisoners. Partisan leaders were ready 
for mobilisation and a general uprising and prepared plans for liber
ating Lithuania, trying to protect the population from mobilisation
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into the enemy’s army and arrest9. There were attempts to concen
trate the movement’s political leadership in the towns and on 
June 6 1946 the organisation of a Common Democratic Resis
tance Movement or BDPS was proclaimed in an attempt to co
ordinate the partisan movement but in January 1947 it turned out 
that the leader of the BDPS was an MVD agent. The struggles of 
1944-46 cost the lives of many partisans and in autumn 1946 their 
tactics changed. Small groups operated in 1947-48, attacks on small 
towns and open battles were abandoned and ambushes became the 
commonest form of action. Much attention was paid to boycotting 
elections, links between partisan districts, distributing underground 
publications and destroying spies and active collaborators. A uni
fied political and military resistance leadership was set up, the 
BDPS removed its MGB agents. Contacts were made with the 
VLIK abroad, support was sought from the west and hopes of free
dom were tied up with an expected East-West conflict. The soviets 
made the partisans’ position more difficult through deportations 
and terror tactics and the network of MGB agents helping the sovi
ets to destroy separate partisan groups was consolidated. The sovi
ets used a particular terror method that was aimed foremost at 
breaking the spirit of the partisans’ families and supporters. Pun
ishment units placed the corpses of dead partisans in small towns 
and villages for identification. Those who recognised their near ones 
did not escape repression themselves and unidentified bodies were 
not allowed to be buried, but instead were abused, causing great 
pain to kin and hatred for the enemy. During this period the num
bers of active combatants fell to several thousand but strong terri
torial units and partisan districts formed at an organisational level.

9 This account of the partisan war is based on: N. Gaskaite, Pasipriesinimo istorija 
1944-1953 metai [The History of Resistance in 1944-1953\, Vilnius, 1997, p. 153-64.
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On February 2-22 1949 there was a meeting of all Lithuania’s 
partisan leaders which formed a united political and military lead
ership, the Council of the Lithuanian Freedom Fighters’ Move
ment, headed by Jonas Zemaitis and it passed a declaration to the 
effect that the partisan leadership was the highest legitimate au
thority in Lithuania and that the aim of the movement was the 
restoration of an independent parliamentary Lithuanian Republic. 
This was announced as strategy changed to give priority to safe
guarding spiritual values and economic sources during the on-go
ing occupation. The armed fight petered out, MGB agents broke 
down partisan structures from within, partisan HQs were de
stroyed and it became increasingly difficult to recreate them. Parti
san groups that had escaped the attentions of traitors fought against 
a more numerous enemy. In 1953 there were still 200 armed parti
sans but on May 30 J. Zemaitis was arrested and the organised 
partisan battles ended; separate groups lasted until 1954-56.

The Lithuanian Partisan War of 1944-53 against the USSR was 
one of the largest, boldest and logest-lasting resistance movements 
against soviet pressure in Europe. During the war around 1,200 
military encounters of various sizes took place. The war brought 
great losses to Lithuania and according to MGB documents 
around 20,000 partisans perished between 1944 and 1953, some 
partisans were arrested along with 12,000 of their supporters and 
15,000 members of underground organisations; around 19,000 
were killed by the partisans, mostly members of soviet repressive 
organs and stribai. These losses were a great defeat for Lithuania 
because the soviets and their repressive organs managed to 
demoralise a small part of the Lithuanian population, forced them 
to become traitors and collaborators and also because partisan 
war inevitably led to the mass terror of the civilian population and 
unlimited cruelty on the part of the occupying forces and some
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times, where the ordinary people were concerned, it took on forms 
of desperate fighting that went beyond the boundaries of neces
sary strictness.

But the partisans and the whole nation won a moral victory. 
The partisan war showed the nation itself and the whole world 
that Lithuania was not reconciled to soviet occupation and the 
loss of its independence. The struggles of the partisans, who in
cluded many soldiers from the Lithuanian Republic’s Army among 
their number, undermined the soviet propaganda myth about Li
thuania’s voluntary inclusion in the USSR in 1940 and in a certain 
way the war redeemed the inaction of politicians and the army in 
1940, forming a bulwark for the work of restoring the Lithuanian 
state by the Lithuanian Republic’s diplomats abroad and the 
emigres. The partisan war raised people’s spirits and maintained 
hopes for liberty under conditions of soviet terror.

One specific form of soviet terror that had very great effect on 
Lithuania was the mass deportations. The soviets already had ex
perience of the June 1941 deportations from Lithuania and the 
other Baltic countries, deportations of Volga Germans, Crimean 
Tatars and North Caucasus peoples in 1941-44 and in 1944 an 
NKVD division was stationed in Lithuania that had deported 
Chechens. It is not known whether the soviets planned deporting 
all Lithuanians and their aim was most probably to prepare the 
country for sovietisation. They terrorised the countryside which 
was most difficult to sovietise. The command to carry out depor
tations was issued by the USSR leadership but specific instructions 
as to how the deportations were to proceed were given by the 
Lithuanians A. Snieckus and M. Gedvilas. They were carried out 
by LSSR government and repressive organs with the aid and super
vision of Moscow’s emissaries. The lists of those to be deported 
were drawn up by local soviet organs, MVD and MGB units and
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stribai came out against unarmed civilians. People were deported 
in families and their property was nationalised. People were taken 
to the railway, forced into cattle trucks and transported to Siberia, 
the northern part of European Russia and Kazakhstan and there 
they were put to work in kolkhozes, timber yards and coal mines 
and some of them ended up in camps. The need for labour in the 
eastern regions of the USSR was an extra reason behind the depor
tations.

The victims of the first deportations of 1945-early 1948 were 
families of partisans, the underground and Lithuanian Germans; 
3,025 families, that is, 11,600 people were deported. As collecti
visation was forced through and the partisan war rumbled on, the 
soviets set about deporting peasants en masse, mostly buozes and 
middling peasants. On May 22-23 1948 11,350 families (39,800 
people) were deported, on March 25-30 1949 8,800 families 
(29,000 people) were sent east and on October 2-3 1951 4,000 
families (16,200 people) were deported. Among these mass depor
tations there were also smaller deportations, 34 in all between 
1944 and 1953, during which around 128,000 people were de
ported from Lithuania or around 5 percent of the population10.

The deportations, liquidation of partisans and the underground 
and incipient russification were the “genocide” of the Lithuanian 
people by the soviet occupation authorities, a part of the “geno
cide” of peoples annexed to the USSR by Russia. The soviet terror 
is associated with the name and regime of Stalin. It is a rare Li
thuanian family that did not suffer painful losses during the Sta
linist terror and in Lithuania more than 300,000 people were di
rectly affected, excluding the peasants who lost their land, the 
believers whose churches were closed, the school children forced

1(1 Grunskis E., op. cit., p. 47-101.
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to join the comsomol and many others. The terror impulses came 
from Moscow and were part and parcel of the occupation. But the 
leadership of the LSSR and LKP and soviet activists were not just 
powerless adjuncts of Stalin’s regimes. They are fully responsible 
for the “genocide” of the Lithuanian nation, for its policy of inter
nal opposition to and compliance with Stalinism. They declared 
“the victory of socialism” in Lithuania in 1951-52 at a time when 
blood was being spilled and echelons were driving people into ex
ile. They took the road of stalinist collaboration and history leaves 
them there.

On March 5 1953 Stalin died but the regime he created sur
vived. In Lithuania the soviets were still fighting the partisans and 
the last, admittedly minor deportation continued. In 1955 people 
began to be released from exile and the camps. When Stalin’s com
rades in arms began their fight for power this affected Lithuania 
too. The USSR Interior Minister, Lavrentii Beria, tried to gain sup
port from the republics; he withdrew his Russian operatives from 
Lithuania and replaced them with natives and inspired the resolu
tion of the Central Committee of the Communist party of the So
viet Union (KPSS, previously known as the VKP) of May 26 1953. 
This frightened LSSR leaders and encouraged them to Lithuanise 
its leading staff and return the Lithuanian language to political 
life. In 1953 more than 3,000 of the workers who had previously 
been sent from other parts of the USSR were called home. On 
June 26 1953 Beria was removed from office and the LKP leader
ship joined in denunciations of him but they did not halt Lithua- 
nisation completely. Stalin’s place was taken by Nikita Khrush
chev who denounced Stalin’s totalitarian dictatorship in 1956 and 
a new age began in the history of the USSR. Changes were felt in 
Lithuania too.
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Without freedom but with the Lithuanian language, 1953-85/1987.
In the soviet empire freedom was enjoyed neither by Lithuania, as 
a political subject, or individuals be they Lithuanian or Lithuanian 
residents of different nationalities. The denunciation of Stalin’s 
totalitarianism was not a denunciation of the soviet system per se. 
It was just an attempt to correct faults in the system and find 
means of creating more dynamic development. Mass terror was a 
thing of the past and the regime wore a vestige of rights. The one- 
party system remained as did the monopoly of official ideology, 
the closed nature of the state, total observation of the public and 
persecution of opposition to the system. The logic of the power 
struggles within the Kremlin and the need for optimising the 
country’s development forced the USSR leadership on occasion to 
grant limited freedom to the leaders of the republics but these epi
sodes were overcome by growing centralisation within all soviet 
life that completely denied the republics’ rights.

All this happened in Lithuania too, which, after the partisan 
war ended and the countryside had been collectivised, after the 
proclamation of “socialism”, became a republic which externally 
was in keeping with USSR standards. But even in its internal gov
ernment or administration there were factors that showed that 
matters were being decided or attempts were being made to re
solve matters within Lithuania without leaving all decisions to 
Moscow or obediently carrying out instructions. The position of 
an individual living in society and the nation was much more com
plex. A person’s complicated relationship with soviet reality was 
transferred into the great social groups, society and the nation. 
Matters that were out of sync with typical soviet reality on the 
level of the whole of Lithuania, individuals and large social groups 
offer an opportunity to discover the history of Lithuania in that 
period. But great difficulties arise when one wishes to understand
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soviet people, society and the nation and in addition to historical 
methods we need the help of sociology, psychology and other dis
ciplines. There is a shortage of research into this period and au
thors are still influenced by their personal experience. Objective 
problems have to make do with hypotheses which will be con
firmed, corrected or rejected in the future.

In the mid-1950s Lithuania was balanced, even though soviet 
propaganda made great noises about the achievements of social
ism. The demographic situation was difficult for apart from the 
losses arising from the German occupation, the partisan war 
against the USSR and the deportations, in 1945-46 and 1955-58 
around 200,000 Poles were “repatriated” from Lithuania to Po
land. The wave of post-war colonists from the USSR declined, in
fluenced both by the partisan wars and the call for labour in other 
parts of the USSR. In 1959 2.71 million people lived in Lithuania, 
a figure which was lower than that for 1940. The number of town- 
dwellers increased to form 38.6 percent of the population. Lithua
nians made up 79.3 percent of the population and the number of 
Poles halved in comparison with pre-war figures to 8.5 percent. 
The proportion of Russians increased to 8.5 percent; the number 
of Jews dropped catastrophically from 8-9 percent to 0.9 percent 
and the German population fell from 3.4 to 0.4 percent. This cor
relation between various ethnic groups within the Lithuanian 
population remained almost unchanged right up to the end of the 
soviet period when in 1989 there was a population of 3.69 million 
wherein 79.6 percent were Lithuanian, 9.4 percent were Russian, 
7.0 percent were Polish and 0.3 percent Jewish.

Towns destroyed by the war were rebuilt and heavy industry 
was developed while there was a shortage of qualified labour. The 
kolkhozes vegetated as they were ruined by the petty supervision 
of the authorities who carried out incompetent orders from M os
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cow. Labour productivity fell and peasants shied compulsory work 
on the kolkhozes. Agricultural production fell drastically and or
ders from the USSR increased. N. Khrushchev’s methods for in
creasing USSR development were not very well suited to Lithua
nian conditions. Opportunities arose for independent farming when 
USSR control of industry and building was replaced in 1957-65 
by territorial control and the LSSR People’s Economic Council 
operated. Moscow’s plans had to be fulfilled but how these plans 
were met was a matter for local decision. As industry was man
aged more independently means were found to strengthen agricul
ture and the kolkhozes gained technology and as a result labour 
productivity and economic production rose, as did wages. The LSSR 
leadership defended peasants’ rights to auxiliary farms (they were 
allowed up to 6 ares of their own and could keep livestock) and it 
was there that peasants placed their love of the land and produced 
as much as on the kolkhozes and sovkhozes.

In 1964 N. Khrushchev was replaced as leader by L. Brezhnev 
who turned more and more attention to the centralised economy. 
The LSSR leaders lost the small powers they had gained for a short 
time and became executors of more petty Kremlin instructions. 
Nevertheless they managed to set up important means for Lithua
nia’s development. There was a comparative oversupply of labour 
in the countryside and peasant migration to the towns increased. 
In 1970 50.2 percent of the population lived in towns, while this 
figure rose to 68 percent by 1989. In order to exploit Lithuanian 
potential better industry was set up in the countryside in the 1960s 
and the plan for Lithuania’s economic regionalisation was 
achieved. There were projects for developing industry, people who 
left the villages found employment and conditions were made 
more difficult for “colonists” to settle in Lithuania. The Lithuanian 
burgher class that had been destroyed during the Second World
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War was re-established. Peasants who had been driven off the land 
or and been unable to find well-paid jobs in the countryside moved 
to the towns, as did their children who graduated from higher edu
cation institutions. The latter found space to apply their learning 
in the towns. Agrarian Lithuania became urbanised and towns 
were Lithuanised, even Vilnius and Klaipeda. Generations of new 
urban dwellers are still closely connected with their village kin via 
material and mental links and this connection was very important 
for the nation’s existence in an alien state.

In Lithuania an image developed of the communist A. Snieckus 
as the “squire” of Lithuania, although this was the result of a myth 
formed by A. Snieckus himself, his companions in arms and a sec
tion of society and it was supposed to compensate for the “power
lessness” of the LSSR leadership before the USSR leaders. A. Sniec
kus and other Lithuanian communists worked as conscientious 
collaborators under Stalin and remained loyal to this system even 
after Stalin died. They had some influence during the Kremlin 
power struggles but after these came to an end they once more 
became completely dependent on their masters in the Kremlin. 
This caused problems especially when they came up against the 
aggressive incompetence and arrogance of their masters from the 
Kremlin or their emissaries and unbalanced centralised planning 
and supply. This reduced the powers of Lithuanian leaders, mea
gre as they were to start with, and led to mutual opposition be
tween them and the USSR bureaucracy. Even A. Snieckus, a consis
tent implementer of KPSS policy lines, began to be angry with the 
actions of KPSS (mostly ex-) leaders. In 1974 A. Snieckus died and 
the new LSSR leaders were faceless and did not dare oppose USSR 
leaders and emissaries. Even so, among the younger generation of 
LSSR leaders and administrators, who had not been so strongly 
connected with the soviet system as the collaborators of Snieckus’s
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generation, there was dissatisfaction with complete dependency on 
Moscow where pressure on activities and their own career hopes 
were concerned. Speaking of the nationalism of the leadership that 
was forming alongside compulsory communist ideology, if it did 
exist, it was well in line with dutifully carrying out the instructions 
of Moscow, which did not like initiative taking. At the same time it 
is obvious that if Snieckus and his generation like idea-led soviet 
collaborators, the new generations of civil servants practised a less 
demanding and more useful conformism and they used the many 
opportunities this offered for a particular interpretation of the good 
of society and the nation. For a long time there was no shortage of 
idealists, who joined the party and made a career in administration 
without selfish motivation but with a desire to serve Lithuania.

The concept of the needs of Lithuanian society and the Lithua
nian nation became a sign for recognising social groups. There 
were those, albeit few in number, who thought that the Lithuanian 
people should merge with the Russian and other USSR peoples to 
build communism and that Lithuanians should melt into the Rus
sian-speaking people. There were many more USSR citizens loyal 
in thought and deed and recognising the supremacy of USSR inter
ests above Lithuanian national interests, who did not seek the de
struction of the nation. Most of these were reconciled externally at 
least to the impossibility of overcoming USSR power and these 
avoided all open political engagement and carried out all the pub
lic duties of soviet citizens (taking part in demonstrations, open 
party meetings, elections and, for men, military service). The me
dia, schools and other means of forming public opinion taught 
soviet patriotism. In their families and among close friends people 
could get lessons in Lithuanian patriotism and this they cultivated 
in their families and public life, where it took on specific forms 
such as placing increased significance on beating Russian and
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Moscow or Red Army sports teams. Despite the prohibitions they 
recognised and honoured symbols of the nation and the Lithua
nian Republic and knew the old national anthem. A large part of 
society lived a double life, often without thinking or sensing it. 
This was a sign both of an unhealthy society and the nation’s 
strength, of inoculation against soviet reality and propaganda and 
a way of surviving under the conditions of powerful soviet pres
sure. This resistance was weakened by soviet oppression in Hun
gary in 1956 and Czechoslovakia in 1968 and by the misfortunes 
in Poland, the soviet repressive system, the inevitable consequences 
of a totalitarian regime -  alienation and moral decline and the dis
tancing of a part of the society from the heart of the nation. It was 
strengthened by active struggle against soviet oppression and the 
totalitarian regime by both USSR dissidents, about whose activi
ties information was scarce and one-sided (but it did not disinform 
society) and by Lithuanian resistance to the soviets. Resistance was 
offered in various ways by various sectors of society.

The USSR leadership began to release post-war resistance fight
ers and deportees from the camps and exile in 1955 and during a 
couple of years 17,000 returned to Lithuania. The LSSR leader
ship was nervous and feared the effect the returnees might have on 
society, the formation of anti-soviet opinion and since these Li
thuanians were more zealous than their masters in Moscow they 
issued several resolutions in 1956-59 to restrict the rights of those 
returning to choose where they lived in Lithuania or even denying 
them the right to return to Lithuania at all. Their fears were 
strengthened by public mood, annual anti-soviet demonstrations 
in Kaunas and Vilnius during the All Soul’s holiday (November 2), 
the national flags raised on Independence Day (February 16), the 
distributing of anti-soviet leaflets. In the period 1956-60 the KGB 
in Lithuania uncovered several dozen underground anti-soviet

420



organisations. As partisan fighting petered out a determination 
was declared to fight for liberty in an unarmed underground move
ment. After the soviet repressive organs had destroyed the parti
sans’ organisational bases, the underground struggle was no longer 
carried on at national level but in a disordered way and the KGB 
often caught and liquidated youth groups.

The most important task was to maintain the position held by 
the Lithuanian language in public life. After the open russification 
of the first post-war decade and the forced but incomplete Lithua- 
nisation of leading staff in 1953, stability was achieved with signs 
of a balance between Lithuanian and Russian. Although the Lithua
nian language lacked official status and was under constant pres
sure from Russian in the media and administrative organs, it did 
function in public life, educational establishments at all levels, cul
tural life, the Lithuanian news media and partially in government 
ranks too. As more serious threats arose to the language in the 
1970s and 1980s as the USSR leadership voluntarily forced through 
the formation of a “Soviet People” and paid more attention to en
forcing the “means of inter-nation communication” (the Russian 
language) even the LSSR leadership timidly simulated the means of 
russification. The language remained the strongest means of resist
ing soviet ideology and russification and salvaging the nation.

An important means for keeping the nation alive was the devel
opment of national culture. According to soviet ideologists culture 
was supposed to be “socialist in content and national in form”. 
Official culture was like that but writers, painters, actors and other 
creative people did not have enough space in the limits laid down 
by the authorities and there were always compositions that 
prioritised common human and national elements over soviet con
cepts of class struggle and building communism and these be
came very popular. At first the LKP leadership fought hard against
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“diversions from the party line” and in 1958 they dismissed the 
rector of Vilnius University, Juozas Bulavas and teachers from the 
Lithuanian Studies Department, forbade certain theatrical produc
tions and strengthened ideological censorship. For a long time there 
was toleration of creations that fostered national sentiment, if it 
did not contain anti-soviet and anti-Russian elements. This was 
supposed to show the alleged transformation of the totalitarian 
soviet regime into a democratic society and neutralise the effect of 
those creations and undermine dissatisfaction with soviet reality.

During the comparative political thaw of the N. Khrushchev 
Years opportunities arose that would last up to the years of Pe
restroika for public Lithuanian activities, and non-conformist cul
tural movements were formed. The first was probably the Ethnog
raphy Association set up in 1961 that was involved in researching 
ethnic culture and spreading notions of national identity. The sovi
ets managed to take over nonconformist cultural initiatives and 
turn them to their own ends; ethnography enthusiasts were side
lined and in the 1970s official ethnography turned into collections 
of illustrations of the achievements of socialism that glorified the 
kolkhozes and factories. The movement died to be replaced by 
self-run youth and intellectual groups from Kaunas and Vilnius 
that took over the original ideas of the ethnography movement. 
These were attacked too but survived until the end of the soviet 
period. In the 1970s the ethnographic-folklore ensemble move
ment developed and united up to 1,000 groups.

Ideas of Western nonconformist youth movements spread 
among young people in Lithuania. There was no way to control 
the followers of these informal young people’s groups. The power
lessness of the authorities is illustrated by the disturbances in Kau
nas on May 14-15 1972 which blew up after the funeral of Romas 
Kalanta, who had burned himself to death in protest against soviet
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realia. The demonstrations involving thousands of people were 
broken up by force, people were arrested and imprisoned but these 
events showed that the base of soviet authority in Lithuania was 
weak and that it survived only thanks to USSR might. The 
authority’s prestige fell further and the nonconformist and dissi
dent movements grew stronger despite persecution.

From the early 1960s as Lithuanian actions grew stronger and 
no prospects seemed to lie ahead for active political opposition, 
the number of anti-soviet underground groups dwindled. How
ever, the political anti-soviet movement did not disappear entirely 
and it even became more diverse as active groups and movements 
formulated their aims with regard to the specific phase of develop
ment in the USSR/LSSR and international relations. In the 1960s 
contacts were made with Russian dissidents and many of their 
aims coincided: the liberalisation of the USSR and human rights, 
for example. Lithuanians had their own ends -  saving the life of 
the nation, forming conditions to preserve national identity and 
defend it. This movement led to the formation of the Lithuanian 
Helsinki Group in 1976 by Tomas Venclova, Vytautas Petkus and 
others and together with other USSR dissidents they proclaimed 
their intention of maintaining surveillance of the human rights 
situation in the USSR in the spirit of the final act of the 1975 
Helsinki Human Rights Convention. Between 1978 and 1980 a 
euro-communist Lithuanian communist union was active that 
sought Lithuania’s secession from the USSR. In 1978 Antanas Ter- 
leckas founded the underground Lithuanian Liberty League (LLL) 
which sought Lithuanian independence and published the truth 
about the secret protocols of the 1939 Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact 
and the occupation of Lithuania in 1940. The Believers’ Rights 
Defence Committee, formed by Catholic priests, was active between 
1978 and 1983 and spread information about the persecution of
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the Church in Lithuania. It gathered together believers to defend 
their affairs. A member of this Committee, Fr Sigitas Tamkevicius 
began publishing the Chronicle of the Lithuanian Catholic Church 
in 1972 to register the crimes of the authorities and collaborators 
against the Church. From 1975 there were various types of under
ground press; all were anti-soviet, much attention was paid to is
sues of Lithuanian history, culture and the state of the nation and 
discussed visions of a future independent Lithuanian state. By 1983 
the publications of all these groups, apart from the flexible struc
tures of the LLL and the Chronicle of the Lithuanian Catholic 
Church, were discovered and destroyed by the KGB. In the early 
1980s neo-stalinism and aggressive persecution of dissidents be
came the norm of life in the USSR/LSSR.

Around 1984-85 the dissident movement in the LSSR was de
stroyed but silent opposition to the regime grew stronger. The 
LSSR/USSR economy and social development were in deep stagna
tion which was deepened by the USSR’s inflexible and aggressive 
international policy. The crisis affecting the system grew obvious 
but the system itself had killed the movements that had sought to 
reform it. Under such circumstances a restructuring, or Perestroika, 
of the USSR was undertaken by KPSS General Secretary Mikhail 
Gorbachev.

Perestroika in Lithuania and the Rebirth Movement, S^judis, 
1987-90. The economic and political state of the USSR forced 
Mikhail Gorbachev to undertake liberal reforms, free the media 
and strengthen the authorities’ elective structures, the soviets 
(councils). These reforms were forced upon M. Gorbachev for the 
soviets were necessary for the General Secretary’s fight against the 
orthodox sector of the KPSS. Supporters of Perestroika hoped to 
win in the new ruling structure, the Congress of USSR Deputies in
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spring 1989. The aim of Perestroika was to liberalise the USSR, 
including the political monopoly held by the KPSS. The reforms 
seemed to meet the interests of the Lithuanian nation but the way 
they were headed and the consequences of a possible strengthen
ing of the USSR were unclear to Lithuania and they could become 
either the means of its liberation or even greater integration.

Perestroika was late in reaching Lithuania. The orthodox lead
ers of the LSSR resisted Gorbachev’s reforms and there was a 
shortage of supporters for Perestroika in the LKP and the adminis
tration. Forces opposing the soviets had weakened after the perse
cutions of the early 1980s and there was a lack of confidence in the 
USSR reformers. Local society that mistrusted Moscow’s actions 
required local impulses linking the reconstruction of the USSR 
with specific Lithuanian problems. One such impulse came from 
the LLL meeting in Vilnius on August 23 1987. This meeting de
manded an end to occupation of Lithuania and a soviet condem
natory campaign publicised its demands. Perestroika provoked 
social-cultural initiatives and in May 1987 the Lithuanian Cul
tural Fund was set up (chaired by Ceslovas Kudaba). This 
publicised interfaces between the nation’s needs and the soviet re
gime and called on society to take action to defend the nation’s 
existence. This group was joined or complemented by national 
heritage and intellectual discussions, other clubs and the green 
movement. Increasing numbers of people became involved in so
cial-political discussions, heritage-site clean ups, ecological 
marches and other actions. In the freer media there were open dis
cussions of matters concerning Lithuanian existence that had hith
erto been ignored or distorted: historical issues of 1944-53 and 
other periods, the effect of soviet economic policy on Lithuanian 
society, nature and the economy; the status of the Lithuanian lan
guage was discussed too.
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The results of these activities had a profound effect. Most even 
minimally socially engaged people did not find these historical 
questions and realia of everyday life something new, but a great 
novelty was the fact that speaking openly was possible and was 
not punished by the authorities. What had been a matter of per
sonal knowledge or issues discussed in small circles was not public 
property. The ice of alienation melted and a hitherto unseen poten
tial was found for social action. This society, which had seemed 
consumed by its own problems, the dominant amassing of things 
and property and was a group of people without mutual connec
tions suddenly turned into a nationally-engaged and active society.

On June 3 1988 an initiative group of the Lithuanian Perestroi
ka Movement (commonly known as Sqjudis) was formed in Vil
nius following the example of the other Baltic States and com
prised 35 leading academics and artists. The group contained 17 
LKP members but they had not been sent by the authorities, but 
chosen as people who had served Lithuania well. This group of 
intellectuals opposed to the soviet regime, active members of the 
social-cultural movement and nationally-bent nominal members 
of the Lithuanian Communist Party well reflected the harmony 
and mood of Lithuanian society. The authority of the Sqjudis ini
tiatory group was great and its formation encouraged the estab
lishment of similar groups throughout the country and in a few 
months Sqjudis covered the whole of Lithuania. It did not have a 
fixed membership and anyone who supported its ideas and took 
part in its activities was regarded as a member. In a short time it 
went through a difficult process of organisation and the fixing of 
its political aims. Sqjudis’ positions were published in specific situ
ations and did not have to coincide with the final aims of the move
ment or its leaders. These were changed according to developments 
in the political situation. Now we should survey its public action.
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Formally Sqjudis came into being as a support for Gorbachev’s 
reforms in Lithuania and it operated within the framework of 
USSR political structures. It turned out that Perestroika offered 
the chance to act and that this chance had to be taken. At first 
Sqjudis avoided harming Gorbachev in his conflict with orthodox 
KPSS members and it reacted to political developments and sought 
new forms of activity. On June 24 the first Sqjudis-sanctioned 
meeting was held in Vilnius as a lead up for LKP delegates to take 
part in the 19th Conference of the KPSS and on July 9 it met them 
on their return from the Party Conference. Thus the LSSR leader
ship was pressurised, demands were consistent and there was a 
wish to increase Lithuanian autonomy. During the August 23 
meeting attended by around 150,000 people there was open talk 
of Soviet aggression against Lithuania in 1939-40 and there were 
demands for the results of this aggression to be nullified. Sqjudis 
became more radical because Gorbachev’s position in Moscow 
had strengthened, the LKP was ready for change, the nation re
sponded to mass meetings and the LLL heightened pressure by 
calling radically for the formation of a free Lithuanian state. When 
the LLL meeting was broken up on September 28 Sqjudis came out 
openly against the LSSR leadership and LKP members from Sq
judis demanded changes in the party’s leadership and policy line. 
The Perestroika supporter Algirdas Brazauskas became First Sec
retary of the LKP on October 19. In Vilnius and Moscow the KPSS/ 
LKP had hopes of controlling political developments in Lithuania.

On October 22-23 1988 the constituent congress of Sqjudis in 
Vilnius elected the movement’s assembly council and confirmed its 
moderate programme. It set out a model of an autonomous Li
thuania within the USSR. There were demands in the meeting to 
declare Lithuanian independence as Sqjudis'’ aim but moderation 
prevailed. There was hope for co-operation with the new LKP

427



leaders within the framework of Perestroika and a similar tactic 
had been adopted in Latvia and Estonia. But Sqjudis took up the 
offensive when on November 18 the Supreme Soviet of the LSSR 
dominated by A. Brazauskas passed the Lithuanian State Language 
Law, and even reinstated the Lithuanian Republic’s symbols but it 
did not pass the law drafted by Sqjudis placing LSSR laws above 
legal acts passed by the USSR. The law was supposed to lay the 
basis for real autonomy within the USSR but the LKP leadership 
(viz. A. Brazauskas) did not dare pass resolutions that would 
weaken the power of USSR central institutions within Lithuania.

The Sqjudis movement strengthened its organisation and on 
November 25 the Assembly Council elected Vytautas Landsbergis 
as its chairman. Attention was concentrated on elections to the 
USSR Congress of People’s Deputies and preparations for work 
there. In alternative elections held on March 25 1989 in competi
tion with the LKP, Sqjudis won 36 seats out of 42. Losing influence 
in Lithuania, the LKP began to waver and on the eve of the USSR 
Congress, the Supreme Soviet of the LSSR passed a resolution on 
LSSR sovereignty and the previously rejected law on the priority 
of LSSR legislation. In the context of competition between Sqjudis 
and the LKP other Lithuanian political forces became organised 
and broke down the one-party system that formally still existed. 
On August 26 1988 the founding meeting of the Lithuanian Politi
cal Prisoners’ and Deportees’ Union was held and on October 15 
the Green Movement held a similar meeting of their own. On Feb
ruary 5 1989 the Lithuanian Democrat Party formed as did the 
Christian Democrat Party on February 16; Jaunoji Lietuva (Young 
Lithuania) also functioned. Together with the LLL these three or
ganisations refused to support Sqjudis tactics in the USSR Con
gress elections out of fear lest Lithuania’s presence in the USSR be 
legitimised and they called more openly for independence. On the
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other hand on November 4 1988 the opponents of Perestroika 
formed an anti-Sqjudis movement of mainly Russian- and Polish
speaking citizens called Yedinstvo (Unity). Although democrati
cally-inclined non-ethnic Lithuanian citizens joined Sqjudis, Li
thuanian society was divided on ethnic grounds rather than 
because of Lithuanian statehood. But Yedinstvo did not became a 
genuine mass movement; it was an instrument of the USSR repres
sive structures and orthodox-communists.

Political activity could be seen in Lithuania on many levels: par
ticipation in restructuring the USSR, the political development of 
Sqjudis and other Lithuanian patriotic forces, restructuring the 
LKP and its actions and changes regarding the position of the Li
thuanian state. At the beginning of the USSR Congress of People’s 
Deputies on June 2 the Lithuanian, Latvian and Estonian delega
tions demanded a committee be set up to investigate the secret 
protocols of the 1939 Soviet-German treaties. The USSR denied 
that such protocols existed. This was merely a desire to clear up 
the past and if the USSR acknowledged that such protocols did 
exist, this would be legal evidence of the occupation of the Baltic 
States in 1940 (sic). The Lithuanian delegation enlivened the slow 
Perestroika and opposed M. Gorbachev’s attempts to maintain 
centralised government in the USSR and rewrite the USSR Consti
tution in that way; they supported their demands with a petition 
signed by 1.8 million Lithuanians against any amendments to the 
USSR Constitution that would limit the autonomy of the repub
lics. As M. Gorbachev turned constitutional issues unfavourably 
against the republics the Lithuanians took a step unheard of in the 
USSR and walked demonstratively out of the session. Work in the 
Congress showed Lithuanian deputies that democracy would not 
come quickly to the USSR and that society at large was not ready 
for such more radical changes, that M. Gorbachev was not inclined
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or simply could not grant the republics autonomy and was truly 
afraid of their seeking independence. Perhaps that is why later 
Lithuanian representatives were not active in USSR Congress ses
sions and discussed economic autonomy for the republics more, 
while seeking more energetically to have the secret protocols pub
lished. The preliminary conclusion of the Congress of People’s 
Deputies’ commission about the existence of the protocols was 
published on September 29 and the assembly supported this con
clusion belatedly on December 24.

In summer 1989 the mood for re-establishing the state strength
ened in Lithuania under provocation from the LLL and more radi
cal Sqjudis members. The Sqjudis leadership that had taken on re
sponsibility for the burden of developments in Lithuanian politics 
and relations with the USSR was comparatively moderate. Only 
this moderation seemed to official LSSR structures and especially 
the USSR leadership to be radicalism. The Sqjudis assembly passed 
a resolution on June 18 concerning the restoration of Lithuanian 
statehood in which it proposed that Lithuanian political forces 
decide how to restore an independent state. On July 11 it joined 
the LLL in organising a petition for denouncing the protocols of 
1939 and on August 23 the assembly invited the Lithuanian na
tion to use peaceful means to restore an independent, democratic 
Republic of Lithuania. The formulation Republic of Lithuania 
rather than Lithuanians’ Republic showed that Sqjudis was not a 
nationalist organisation and was calling upon the whole popula
tion of Lithuania. These actions showed that Sqjudis was moving 
towards restoration of Lithuanian independence without regard 
to the USSR leadership. There were attempts to unite indepen
dence movements in the Baltic States more clearly and the “Baltic 
Way” of August 23 was particularly effective when around one 
million people from Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia joined hands in
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protest against the occupation, forming a human chain 650 km 
long along the Vilnius-Tallinn highway. The USSR leadership and 
the world were shown that the seeking of independence was not 
the work of an extremist group, as M. Gorbachev has declared in 
soviet terminology, but an authentic desire of the Baltic nations.

Sqjudis exploited its influence on Lithuanian political life and 
the attempts of LKP leaders to maintain their influence on society 
and organised political-legal means to break state relations with 
the USSR. After the publication of the May 8 declaration the LSSR 
Supreme Soviet, pressurised by Sqjudis and under the influence of 
the LKP that was Sqjudis'’ rival, passed laws on LSSR economic 
autonomy and on August 22 it published its own conclusions 
about the 1939 agreements and accused the USSR’s aggression of 
being a crime against International Law. On November 23 it set 
up a commission to draw up plans for restoring Lithuanian inde
pendence and on December 7 it amended the Constitution, de
stroying the political monopoly of the KPSS/LKP to legitimise a 
multi-party system. On February 5-7 1989 it passed resolutions to 
annul the acts of July 21 1940 and August 3 1940. The leaders of 
the USSR made almost no reaction and did not regard the Lithua
nian Supreme Soviet’s actions as legal. But they had a great influ
ence on Lithuanian society and formed public opinion as elections 
to the Supreme Soviet of the LSSR drew nigh.

These rapid developments in the political situation complicated 
the position and the actions of Lithuanian social-political life were 
important to the LKP because it administered the LSSR and was 
numerous. In the Perestroika years the Lithuanian Communist Party 
had around 200,000 members. The Lithuanian Communist Party 
was a part of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union and was 
obliged to carry out party policy. But Lithuanian life was moving 
out of the orbit set by M. Gorbachev, the LKP lagged behind
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developments and this threatened the influence enjoyed by the party 
as a whole and its individual members (functionaries and leaders) 
in society, not to mention their personal well-being. Other LSSR 
institutions were in a similar position: civil servants and economic 
leaders, comsomol functionaries and so on. In the party orthodox 
members split from conformists who took on board democratic and 
national stances and conflict between the two grew. Many LKP 
members were active memders of Sqjudis. Issues of Lithuanian sta
tus and policy programmes were discussed mostly on their initia
tive, and the mood grew for the LKP to split from the KPSS and for 
Lithuanian independence (with conditions suitable for M. Gorba
chev). This was the only way for the LKP to maintain its place in 
Lithuania. The KPSS was strictly against these measures and the 
LKP dallied, but Sqjudis towered over the LKP and elections to the 
LSSR Supreme Soviet approached. On December 19-22 the LKP 
declared that it had broken its ties with the KPSS and that it was an 
independent party with its own programme that supported a tactic 
of negotiating Lithuanian independence with the USSR. It formally 
evaluated actions between 1918 and 1989 without condemnation 
and proclaimed itself to be the successor of the KPSS organisation in 
Lithuania. This turn in LKP behaviour was not enough for its ortho
dox members and on December 23 they formed an LKP leadership 
within the KPSS. The LKP split and most members joined the inde
pendent party. A. Brazauskas and other communist leaders were 
attacked on December 25-26 by the plenum of the central commit
tee of the KPSS. Gorbachev reacted very negatively to the LKP’s split 
from the KPSS because he saw in it the beginning of the erosion of the 
USSR/KPSS monolith. This move showed the unity of Lithuanian so
ciety on certain important issues and strengthened Lithuania’s posi
tion within USSR structures but it complicated relations between the 
LKP and Sqjudis and sharpened political conflict within Lithuania.
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In the winter of 1989-90 Lithuania prepared for elections to 
the LSSR Supreme Soviet. These were to be the first elections since 
1926 that were held in Lithuania for a representative body and 
with alternative candidates. These were free elections for Lithua
nia; Perestroika had begun but most important of all, the rise of 
the nation influenced basic changes in the soviet regime in Lithua
nia and created a multi-party system. Lithuania was still part of 
the USSR, but the LSSR’s laws had been given prominence over 
Union laws. The strongest political forces were Sqjudis and the 
LKP. The latter had structures created for soviet conditions and 
not pluralist politics, but they were able to work. The party’s num
bers dropped; some left, some joined the LKP(KPSS). Sqjudis-LKP 
members, who had initiated the LKP’s transformation from part 
of the KPSS to a Lithuanian political party, had to decide whether 
to stay or go. Sqjudis was an open social movement, not a political 
party. Many of the movement’s members formed new parties or 
recreated old ones. That did not provide an obstacle. They did not 
enter the elections autonomously for the Sqjudis-created move
ment had one aim and one list of candidates. Before the elections 
Sqjudis acted like a party and drew up an election campaign. Its 
most important point was the restoration of an independent, 
democratic Lithuanian Republic. The LKP also spoke about re
storing sovereignty and set this out in tactical formulae. Society 
was influenced most by Sqjudis'’s calls and tactics for they were 
new men in politics, unconnected with the soviet nomenclature.

Political developments in Lithuania caused M. Gorbachev much 
anxiety for the dissolution of the USSR was at hand. He was un
able to influence Lithuanian society during his visit on January 
11-14 1990 and the plenum of the Central Committee of the KPSS 
on February 5-7 denounced the LKP and proclaimed the LKP(KPSS) 
to be the KPSS’s mainstay in Lithuania. Laws for the secession of
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republics from the USSR were drawn up speedily and these practi
cally ruled out the possibility of secession.

Elections to the LSSR Supreme Soviet took place on February 
24 (voting was repeated on March 4-10 and April 7) and on Feb
ruary 24 there was a turn out of 71.7 percent. Sqjudis achieved 
complete victory and the FKP won much fewer seats but it is diffi
cult to make a clear comparison since many FKP members were 
also part of Sqjudis. We could say that Sqjudis won 101 seats out 
of 141. Party results were as follows: FKP, 40 deputies, FKP(KPSS), 
5; in the Sqjudis list there were 9 members of the Fithuanian Social 
Democratic Party, 4 greens, 3 from the Fithuanian Democratic 
Party, 2 from the Fithuanian Christian Democratic Party. Only af
ter results of the repeated elections came in was the Supreme So
viet called into session on March 11. They had to hurry because 
the USSR Congress of People’s Deputies was gathering and it was 
ready to pass laws governing the secession of republics from the. 
USSR.
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C H A P T E R  6

March 11 1990, a prologue 

in place of an epilogue

March 11 1990 was a fateful day in the recent history of Lithuania, 
when the first meeting of the newly elected LSSR Supreme Soviet 
was held with Sqjudis having competed with the LKP in alternat
ing elections. It began with the election of a chairman which was 
won by Vytautas Landsbergis (91 votes), beating Algirdas Brazaus- 
kas (38 votes). This showed that the new Supreme Soviet would 
stick to the Sqjudis deputies’ club plan for restoring the Lithuanian 
state and to determined action rather than adopt the step-by-step 
approach of the communists. The Supreme Soviet was elected as a 
USSR/LSSR structure in accordance with USSR laws that regulated 
elections and the work of the Supreme Soviet, but political devel
opments and the pre-election situation allowed the nation to ex
press its will freely. Overcoming opposition, the Supreme Soviet 
passed a declaration on deputies’ powers and stated that in 1940 
Lithuania had been incorporated unlawfully into the USSR and 
that alien state structures had been forced upon the country; under 
new conditions the nation’s will had been voiced through civil 
action and become the expression of its sovereign power via the 
institutions then in existence; the use of structures imposed on 
Lithuania was not a recognition of the USSR’s sovereignty over 
the Lithuanian nation or of the USSR’s aggression; the people of
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Lithuania had granted Supreme Soviet deputies the mandate of 
national representatives to restore the Lithuanian state and express 
the sovereign power of the nation. The Supreme Soviet of the LSSR 
was renamed the Supreme Council of Lithuania and then the Su
preme Council of the Lithuanian Republic. Thus the Supreme 
Council was cut off from USSR jurisdiction. There was agreed vot
ing over the most important acts, although the LKP did not always 
agree with the way they were phrased, but representatives of the 
LKP(KPSS) did not vote.

Following the preliminary procedures a very important docu
ment was passed with 124 yes, 6 abstentions and no nays. This 
was the Lithuanian Supreme Council’s Act “On restitution of the 
independence of the Lithuanian state”:

The Supreme Council of the Lithuanian Republic, expressing the nation’s 
will, resolves and formally declares that the exercise of the sovereign powers 
of the Lithuanian Republic, that was destroyed by foreign forces in 1940, 
has been restored and from henceforth Lithuania is an independent state.

The Declaration of Independence declared on February 16 1918 by the 
Lithuanian T a ry b a  and the Resolution of the Constituent S e im a s  of May 15 
1920 on the restoration of a Lithuanian democratic state never lost its valid
ity in law and forms the constitutional base of the Lithuanian state.

The territory of the Lithuanian state is one and indivisible and no other 
state’s constitution has validity therein.

The Lithuanian state expresses its adherence to universally recognised 
principles of international law, recognises the immunity of borders as for
mulated in the last act of the Helsinki Convention on European Security 
and Co-operation of 1975 and guarantees human rights, civil rights and the 
rights of ethnic communities.

The Supreme Council of the Lithuanian Republic as the expression of 
sovereign powers begins with this act to enforce full state sovereignty.

The Lithuanian state was proclaimed and began to function. 
Stressing the continuity of the existence of the Lithuanian state the
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1938 Constitution that was in force in 1940 was restored. A gov
ernment was formed and the LKP sought to head it but Sqjudis 
refused to share power and the head of government was a Sqjudis 
candidate, Kazimiera Prunskiene. Paying due to the LKP’s place in 
Lithuanian political life, the LKP’s leader, A. Brazauskas, was of
fered the post of vice-premier. However, the state’s borders were 
still controlled by the USSR and the USSR army was stationed on 
its territory. Lithuania proposed solving these and many issues of 
economic relations with the USSR via international negotiations. 
But Lithuania came face to face from the start with USSR opposi
tion. M. Gorbachev was elected president of the USSR on March 
14 and refused to recognise Lithuanian independence. He based 
his stance on the USSR Constitution but he was most afraid of 
Lithuania’s example (Latvia and Estonia were ready to follow Li
thuania’s lead) and was governed by imperial philosophy. The 
USSR leadership attempted to activate the LKP(KPSS) and the so
viet army demonstrated its might. On April 18 an economic block
ade began, the USSR cut off energy supplies and other goods to 
Lithuania. This move on the USSR leadership’s part had a useful 
subtext for Lithuania, for by blockading Lithuania the USSR be
haved towards Lithuania like a state outside the USSR’s jurisdic
tion. But in summer 1990 it was important that an economic crisis 
was affecting Lithuania.

The leaders of Sqjudis and the Lithuanian nation hoped for sup
port from the western democratic world in their aim for liberty. 
The general public in foreign countries supported Lithuania. In the 
parliaments of the western great states Lithuania gained support 
but this was not convenient for state leaders. The 1918-23 situation 
repeated itself when the Entente’s calculations ignored Lithuanian 
interests. The great powers were interested in M. Gorbachev and 
Lithuania showed him to be an insincere reformer, who sought not
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so much to democratise the Soviet Union as strengthen its imperial 
might. Increasing decentralisation in the USSR countered the aims 
of M. Gorbachev and USSR/KPSS leaders. On March 30 1990 Es
tonia, and on May 4 Latvia proclaimed the beginning of the resto
ration of their independence and on June 12 Russia issued a decla
ration of state sovereignty and in its wake follwed Belorussia and 
the Ukraine. The democratic forces within the USSR strengthened 
and M. Gorbachev’s position became more and more complex, 
while the West waited for his reforms.

Lithuanian people and their leaders were learning to be states
men and not everything happened smoothly. In summer 1990 there 
were discussions of how to overcome the blockade and methods of 
bringing relations with the USSR to the level of negotiations, to 
hold on for grim life or look for compromises that would not deny 
independence. These discussions were made bitter by western gov
ernments’ suggestion that implementation of the March 11 Act be • 
halted. This would lead to the danger of falling into M. Gorbachev’s 
constitutional traps. Lithuanian society knew better about soviet 
political methods than the westerners did and they were not credu
lous. Nevertheless, on June 20 the Supreme Council passed a resolu
tion on negotiations with the USSR and a moratorium on imple
mentation of the clauses of the March 11 Act, but not on the act itself. 
Economic relations began to heal but the USSR only simulated nego
tiations. Lithuania lived under conditions of economic and political 
tension, the collaborationist structures of the LKP(KPSS) did not tire, 
neither did, and the soviet army was still stationed in the country. 
The time for making necessary economic changes neared and there 
were sharp discussions over these; the opinions of the heads of the 
Supreme Council (V. Landsbergis) and the government (K. Pruns- 
kiene) differed and there were visible signs of personal ambition 
and weakened state responsibility. The government was attacked
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on all sides by radicals in the Supreme Council, the LLL, pro-soviet 
forces and on January 8 1991 K. Prunskiene resigned. Tension rose 
in Lithuania, extra soviet troops were sent to Lithuania and 
Yedinstvo murmured. On January 10 M. Gorbachev issued an 
ultimatum demanding the return of the Soviet Constitution’s va
lidity in Lithuania and on January 11 the LKP(KPSS) declared the 
formation of a national committee to save the Lithuanian SSR.

On January 13 1991 the soviet army occupied the television 
tower and other buildings in Vilnius. Fourteen unarmed civilians 
died and hundreds were harmed. Lithuania had one weapon with 
which to meet the new soviet aggression, namely national unity 
and sacrifice. In the face of aggression people reunited, thousands 
of people descended on Vilnius from all over Lithuania to defend 
the state’s life-centre- the Supreme Council building -  with their 
bodies. The collaborators’ National Salvation Committee that did 
not make a showing in public was condemned and the Lithuanian 
Republic’s institutions continued to function everywhere. Another 
force that Lithuania had was the unambiguous condemnation of 
world society in reaction to the murder of unarmed people. This 
opened the eyes of many to the M. Gorbachev phenomenon and 
western governments condemned the crimes committed in Li
thuania. More sharply still did growing democratic forces in the 
Soviet Union’s republics react to the events of January 13 and 
those that took place in Riga later. For this posed a threat to demo
crats throughout the Union. M. Gorbachev himself reacted in an 
opposite way; he tried to create the image that the soviet army’s 
actions in Vilnius took place without his knowledge or sanction 
and he tried to avoid responsibility but this was not convincing.

Gorbachev stopped the soviet army from acting further but he 
did not withdraw it, collaborationist authority structures were 
organised but these were powerless, USSR repressive structures

439



were in operation and carried out armed assaults on the Lithua
nian Republic’s institutions. On July 31 they murdered the garri
son at the Medininkai border post (in the south-east on the Belo
russian border). Lithuania reacted to the aggression with a general 
opinion poll carried out on February 9, where 75 percent of the 
population came out in favour of the constitutional declaration 
that Lithuania was an independent democratic republic. Another 
response came from the Islandic government which pointed to the 
unlawful presence of soviet troops in Lithuania and on February 11 
Island was the first state to recognise the Lithuanian state de jure. 
This example was followed by Zimbabwe, Moldavia, Croatia. The 
defences of pragmatic western politicians was broken, but conflict 
remained between institutions of the Lithuanian Republic and the 
USSR and only after losing the Moscow putsch of August 19-21 
did the soviet army withdraw. The Supreme Soviet outlawed the 
anti-state LKP(KPSS) and the work of USSR repressive structures 
in Lithuania; Lithuanian forces took control of the country’s bor
ders that coincided with the external borders of the USSR, and 
customs’ control. Lithuania began to control its own territory.

After the Moscow Putsch the USSR and its president, M. Gor
bachev did exist and they still did not recognise Lithuanian inde
pendence but despite that de jure recognitions of the Lithuanian 
state flowed in. By the end of 1991 over 90 world states had 
recognised Lithuania, as the state council of the USSR did on Sep
tember 6. On September 17 1991 Lithuania became a member of 
the UNO.

A symbolic act took place on August 23 in Vilnius: the statue of 
Vladimir Lenin was taken down. On March 11 1990 Lithuania 
declared its independence and formally emerged from the grip of 
the USSR, but the USSR did not withdraw from Lithuania and for 
another seventeen months it sought top implement its power in
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Lithuania. Lithuania with its 3.5 million people fought against one 
of the most powerful states in the world, the USSR. Behind them 
were 50 years of occupation (four under the nazis, forty six under 
the soviets) along with torments and civil and national subjection. 
These years of occupation took their toll on the physical and men
tal state of the nation but it showed it did not need much encour
agement to rise up and fight for freedom, national honour and 
state independence; it showed it was able to achieve its goals. The 
state proclaimed by the March 11 Act was defended on January 
13 by those who sacrificed themselves and those who stood beside 
them. Lithuania did not overcome the USSR alone, it was assisted 
by its fellow victims of fate, the other nations of the USSR which 
rose up and tore down their prison. Lithuania experienced the sup
port of people of good will from around the world and that pro
vided great strength on its road to liberty.

Those seventeen months of confrontation between Lithuania 
and the USSR were a kind of epilogue to soviet pressure in Lithua
nia, when the communist empire shamelessly resisted the aims of 
the Lithuanian nation and the freedom of Lithuanian society. More 
importantly those months were the beginning of Lithuania’s fu
ture. With the statue of Lenin fell the structures that had cultivated 
civil and national confrontation in Lithuania; the Lithuanian na
tion gained responsibility for itself, the fate and burden of Lithua
nia’s people and its own part of the world. Today we can say that 
Lithuania’s history has ended and that its present has begun. And 
today writes the history which future generations will read.
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Appendix

A large part of the Lithuanian nation does not live in the Lithua
nian state. The input of these people into the life of the Lithuanian 
state and the main part of the Lithuanian nation, and also into the 
restoration of the Lithuanian state has been described in brief dur
ing our main text. However, the nature of these groups has not 
been described and so we will describe it here.

Lithuania Minor

Lithuania Minor was the name given to lands in the Nemunas 
River Basin and the upper reaches of the Pregel River which were 
inhabited by Lithuanians. These were the lands of Baltic tribes, the 
Skalvians, Nadruvians and some of the Prussians and Curonians. 
They were conquered in the thirteenth century by the Teutonic 
Order and formed part of the Order’s state. There are disputes 
over how the Lithuanians ended up there. It is alleged variously 
that the Lithuanians are aboriginal there, that they were the 
Order’s prisoners of war, that they were settled there in the four
teenth century in the Wildnis (wastelands), or that they settled the 
wild lands, coming from Lithuania after the end of the Teutonic
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war’s with Lithuania in the fifteenth century and early sixteenth 
century and that settlers or settled Lithuanians assimilated the sur
viving Skalvians, Nadruvians and other Balts. The last opinion 
seems to be the most balanced.

Lithuanian rulers in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries laid 
claims to land as far as the Pregel but these pretensions were not 
realised. In the Teutonic Ordensstaat after it was secularised in 
1525 as Prussia, Lithuanians were simply peasants; the towns and 
nobles of Prussia were German. After the Reformation took root 
in 1525 the use of native languages was promoted in church and in 
Lithuania Minor a rich religious literature was created in Lithua
nian and it was here that the first book was printed in Lithuanian, 
Martynas Mazvydas’s translation of a German catechism, Cate- 
chismusa prasty szadei; the patriarch of Lithuanian secular lite
rature, Kristijonas Donelaitis (1714-80) lived and wrote here and 
priests of German and Lithuanian origin perfected religious writ
ing in Lithuanian and this was the language used by them to address 
Prussian rulers in the sixteenth-eighteenth centuries. Lithuanian 
was used in public life for a long time but the peasant Lithuanian 
society was always influenced by encouragement of political loy
alty in Lithuanian and the ideas of Prussian monarchism and 
there was continual cultural germanisation of Lithuanians and 
German colonisation. In the sixteenth-nineteenth centuries as 
Lithuanian sub-ethne formed; these were the lietuvninkai or Maz- 
lietuviai, Lithuanians of Lithuania Minor which differed from the 
main branch of the Lithuanian nation in religion (Lutheranism) 
and political orientation (as subjects of Prussian rulers). But the 
sense of commonality of culture and cultural contacts did not dis
appear.

In the nineteenth century, especially after German Unification 
(1871), the germanisation of Lithuania Minor increased. This was
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done by the state which removed Lithuanian from schools and so 
on, and it was encouraged by the opening up of German society 
and it became almost a requirement for a Lithuanian to become 
part of German class society, that is, to become a German-speak
ing German, not just a loyal subject. Local Lithuanian society de
veloped another class in addition to the peasantry. This comprised 
educated people doing white-collar work. In the second half of the 
nineteenth century, influenced by ideas that were spreading of mo
dern nationhood and by the national movement in Lithuania, a 
national movement developed among the Mazlietuviai that inclu
ded both the educated classes and the peasantry. Before World War 
One there were more than 120,000 Lithuanians in Lithuania Mi
nor, mostly in the Memel (Klaipeda), Heydekrug (Silute) and Tilsit 
(Tilze) districts.

The national movement in Lithuania Minor took on organi
sational forms at the end of the nineteenth century when the Birute 
cultural association was active (1885-1914), as were the Tilsit Li
thuanians’ Choral Society (1895-1935) and other societies; the 
Lithuanian periodical press was particularly rich (publications had 
been issued since 1832). During the years of the prohibition on 
printing Lithuanian texts in the Roman alphabet in Lithuania 
(1864-1904), Lithuania Minor became the bulwark of the Lithua
nian national movement and the vast majority of the books that 
reached Lithuania were printed in Tilsit and on presses elsewhere 
in Lithuania Minor. It was here that the first newspapers were 
printed for Lithuania: Ausra, Varpas and so on. This fostered a 
sense of joint identity between Lithuania and Lithuania Minor. But 
the political activities of the Mazlietuviai merged with those of 
German society and even the work of their party, the Lithuanian 
Association of Conservatives (Lietuviskoji konservatyvif skyrimo 
draugyste) was loyal to the German authorities.

445



The political situation changed after the beginning of World 
War One. At first Lithuanian politicians expressed the hope that 
Lithuania and Lithuania Minor, Lithuanian lands under Russian 
and German control, would be joined together. From 1916 in con
tacts between the Lithuanian Taryba and German politicians there 
was talk about Lithuania Minor, the port of Memel/Klaipeda and 
Lithuanian claims were made to these. The voices of Mazlietuviai 
were also heard and on November 16 1918 the Prussian Lithua
nian National Council formed in Tilsit and set about leading the 
political movement in Lithuania Minor. On November 30 it pro
claimed the determination of the Lithuanians of Lithuania Minor, 
according to the principle of national self-determination, to join 
Lithuania. On June 28 1919 in the Treaty of Versailles only lands 
north of the Nemunas were cut off from Germany and handed 
over to Allied control under the name of “Klaipeda District” 
(.Memelgebiet). Thus Lithuania Minor was divided in half. After 
various incidents Lithuania took over the Klaipeda District in 1923. 
Lithuania showed a determination to take over all of Lithuania 
Minor for on March 20 1920 Martynas Jankus and other repre
sentatives of the Prussian Lithuanian National Council were co
opted onto the Lithuanian State Taryba and on November 11 1921 
the Constituent Seimas passed a resolution annexing Lithuania 
Minor to the Lithuanian State. But this remained just words and 
the southern part of Lithuania Minor remained a part of Germany.

In the part of Lithuania Minor still in Germany anti-Lithuanian, 
germanising moods held sway, especially after the nazis came to 
power. In 1935 they declared that Lithuanicity had come to an end 
there. Between 1938 and 1945 Klaipeda was once more part of 
Germany but from 1945 it has been part of Lithuania (until 1990, 
the LSSR). The southern part of Lithuania Minor fell to the USSR 
after the Second World War and became part of the Kaliningrad
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District of the Russian Federation. Surviving inhabitants of the area, 
including the Mazlietuviai withdrew to Germany or were dispersed. 
Lithuania Minor ceased to exist as an ethno-political phenomenon.

Emigres

The first comparatively speaking mass political emigrations from 
Lithuania involved participants of the Uprisings of 1794,1831 and 
1863 and most of them fled to France. In the second half of the 
nineteenth century economic emigration in search of work began. 
People went to the industrial centres of the Russian Empire (St 
Petersburg, Riga, Moscow and so on) and to the United States 
(between 1869 and 1914 there were around 300,000 emigrants). 
Between the two world wars more people left Lithuania (around 
80,000 economic emigrants), heading mostly to South America, 
the USA and Canada. During World War II, around 64,000 people 
fled Lithuania westwards in summer 1944 for political reasons. At 
first they were housed in Displaced Persons’ camps in Germany 
and from 1947 they were allowed to move to Great Britain, South 
America, Canada and Australia and from 1948 to the USA (where 
most of them went) and some remained in Germany. Emigration 
from Lithuania was very restricted during the soviet period and 
the largest group of emigreses were Jews, while members of other 
ethnic groups were rarely allowed to emigrate. It is thought that 
during the second half of the twentieth century around 900,000 
Lithuanians or people of Lithuanian descent (in the ethnic sense) 
lived beyond Lithuanian borders and these did not break contact 
with their native land.

The largest Lithuanian community is in the USA and this was 
most active in the social and cultural sphere. US Lithuanians at
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first stayed close to the Poles but from 1885 Lithuanian organisa
tions, parishes and newspapers developed, social and cultural life 
blossomed. Links with Lithuania were maintained and during the 
Press Prohibition and later still a large number of books and peri
odicals were sent to Lithuania from the US. During World War 
One Lithuanians organised charity actions to support Lithuanian 
war victims but their greatest labours along with those of Lithua
nians in Western Europe went towards supporting Lithuanian 
striving for freedom. In 1916-17 West European and US Lithua
nians organised Lithuanian political conferences and took part in 
international conferences to raise the issue of Lithuanian indepen
dence on the political arena. On March 13-14 1918 the American 
Lithuanian Assembly demanded that the US Government recognise 
the independent Lithuanian state. Lithuanians from the USA and 
Western Europe joined in the Lithuanian delegation’s work in the 
Peace Conference in Paris in 1919.

Lithuanians abroad took part in the creation of the Lithuanian 
state but for a long time their significance in independent Lithua
nian political life decreased. This became significant once again af
ter the soviets occupied Lithuania. In 1940 the recently formed 
American Lithuanian Council protested sharply against the occu
pation of Lithuania. Lithuanian organisations overseas fought 
constantly until 1990 for the non-recognition of the annexation of 
Lithuania and made efforts to ensure that this issue remained con
stantly relevant politically. In this area the activities of the Lithua
nian Republic’s ambassadors resident abroad (in countries that did 
not recognise the seizure of the Lithuanian Republic, such as the 
USA, Great Britain, Switzerland and elsewhere) was very impor
tant. The status of passports issued by the Lithuanian Republic 
was maintained and there were contacts with accreditation to for
eign governments. After the war VLIK members who found them-
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selves abroad in 1944-45 renewed their activities in Germany (un
til 1955) and later the US. In 1948 VLIK was recognised as the 
body representing Lithuanian partisans. VLIK, which included 
representatives of Lithuanian political parties, became the de facto 
Lithuanian government in exile and contacts were maintained with 
it by Lithuanian partisans, most Lithuanian emigrant organisa
tions and international organisations. VLIK influenced the estab
lishment of the World Lithuanian Community and it passed its 
constitution in 1946, the organisation became fully formed in 1955. 
It united all Lithuanian communities in the western world and its 
basic aim was the coordination of world Lithuanian cultural and 
political activities.

The emigrants and their organisations were united by cares for 
survival as emigrants and the fate of Lithuania. It included many 
political movements who had different ideas of how to work for 
Lithuanian freedom and independence. In the beginning of the 
twentieth century there was a communist movement but this was 
very small after World War II, completely un-influential among 
the emigrants and virtually an agency for USSR/LSSR structures. 
In the communities influenced by post-war emigrants in the USA 
and other countries two points of view were most common: the 
first was to refuse any contact whatsoever with USSR/LSSR struc
tures since to deal with these would be a denial of the policy of 
non-recognition of the annexation; the second response was not to 
avoid contacts with Occupied Lithuania whilst all the time stress
ing that they did not recognise the annexation; those who held the 
latter view even initiated contacts in order to spread democratic 
and national cultural values in Lithuania. The holders of both these 
views contributed to Lithuanian liberty. The first influenced west
ern society and political strata by raising the issue of non-recogni
tion of the Soviet annexation of Lithuania on the international
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arena. In 1957 the US Lithuanian liberal intellectual organisation 
Santara-Sviesa (Harmony-Light) was set up and was one of the 
most important purveyors of western cultural and national thought 
in Lithuania. It sustained the nation’s spirit and strength.

Lithuanian emigrants and their organisations contributed much 
to the restoration of Lithuanian independence and the first suc
cessful steps made by the Lithuanian state. Most leaders and activ
ists in Sqjudis were inspired and encouraged by contacts with emi
grants. The emigrants brought forth leaders who have directly 
influenced the political life of independent Lithuania: Stasys Lozo- 
raitis, Valdas Adamkus, Kazys Bobelis.
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