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Discussion Document

 

It is by no means obvious that the archive is much more than a means of promulgating national 

consciousness and maintaining a subjective view of the past for posterity. Often, the archive is 

afforded grand surroundings and then that subjectivity is elevated to become itself an artefact of the 

nation, revered and preserved for future generations. This may be true of the archives collected in the 

Warsaw Ghetto by an underground group called Oyneg Shabes, whose 35,000 documents kept in tins 

and milk bottles were only retrieved in 1946, but rarely had so many been prepared to risk their lives 

so that they might be remembered. 

This collective effort brought together religious and secular Jews. Hebraists and Yiddishists, Zionists 

and Bundists. By documenting the creativity and resilience of Vilna Jewry in a time of crisis, these 

texts highlighted the emergence of a new Jewish community and new leaders who replaced older 

elites that had either fled Vilna or failed to meet the challenges of wartime leadership. Implicit in 

these texts was the conviction that Jewish national life had outgrown traditional frameworks. Jews 

in Eastern Europe were too diverse, energetic, and spontaneous to fit into the procrustean bed of 

traditional religion or the framework of narrow ideology. The key message of these texts was that 

the Jews were a people, not just a religious group. The first Vilna Zamlburkh appeared in 1916 at a 

time when Vilna was under German occupation and when Jews were fighting to secure recognition 

as a nationality. The stakes were high: recognition for Jewish schools, permission to run a separate 

Jewish network of relief organizations, equal treatment with the Poles. The zamlibikher, which at 

first glance seemed little more than a collection of miscellanea, in fact became a critical weapon of 

national self-defence. . . . 

Determined to document the Jewish experience in the war, the Oyneg Shabes collected artefacts, 

texts, and testimonies that reflect on ongoing tension between prewar ideals and escalating chaos; 

between idealism and debasement; between continuity and rupture – material as disparate and 

varied as the experiences of the Jews who gathered and wrote them. There were outlines of studies 

that were never completed, sketches of projects cut short by the Great Deportation; fragments and 

pieces remain the only traces of individuals who vanished forever. Taken together, these materials 

tell a collective story of steady decline and unending humiliation, interspersed with many stories of 

quiet heroism and self-sacrifice. The postwar reader sees Polish Jewry disappearing in an ordeal 

where the todays were worse than the yesterdays but were still better than the tomorrows: from 

the siege of Warsaw to the early days of the occupation; from the imposition of the ghetto to the 

Great Deportation to the final months of the ghetto. It is a collective story composed of hundreds of 
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smaller narratives, accounts of everyday horrors from different individual perspectives, yet 

illuminated by moments of reprieve, of dignity and courage. 
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