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cover: Title page from Sefer Arbaah ve-esrim by Rabbi Yedidya Shlomo Nortzi. Mantua, [1742]. First edition.
YIVO Library, Strashun Private Library Collection.

atisyahu Strashun (1817-1885), a wealthy book collector, scholar, intellectual, 
and philanthropist from Vilna, amassed one of the biggest and most important 

private Jewish libraries in Eastern Europe during the 19th century. His marvelous col-
lection of about 5,700 rare imprints and manuscripts in Hebrew and Yiddish published 
in Turkey, Greece, Italy, Germany, Holland, Bohemia, and Poland from 15th through 
19th centuries (as well as books and periodicals in other languages) became the basis 
of the great Strashun public library in Vilna – a highly-regarded place for scholarship 
and study and a Jewish cultural center that functioned from 1901 through 1941. Under 
the Nazi occupation, the Strashun library as well as YIVO’s library, were taken over, and 
Jewish intellectuals, among them YIVO associates, were forced to select and crate 
hundreds of thousands of Jewish books and manuscripts to be shipped to Frankfurt-
am-Main to the Institute for Studies of the Jewish Question (Institut zur Erforschung 
der Judenfrage). The books were stored in a warehouse, where they were discovered 
in 1945 by the American army. About 40,000 books from the Strashun Library, YIVO 
and other Vilna libraries were brought to YIVO in New York in 1947. As a part of the 
Edward Blank YIVO Vilna Collections Project to digitize its prewar holdings, YIVO and 
the National Library of Lithuania are in the process of cataloging and digitizing all of the 
surviving components of the Strashun private library from their respective collections.
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1:00pm · Welcome
Reclaiming the Jewish Past of Eastern Europe and  
YIVO's Digital Future
JONATHAN BRENT

1:15pm · First Keynote
Early and Rare Hebraica in the Strashun Library
BR AD SABIN HILL

1:45pm · Panel 1
What Did Jews Read in the Late Russian Empire?
JEFFREY VEIDLINGER

Strashuns bibliotek as a Public Library for Vilna's Jews
Z ACHARY BAKER

The Strashun Library in War Time, 1939-1941
DAVID FISHMAN

Q&A / Short Break

3:05pm · Second Keynote
From Likutei Shoshanim to "the Paper Brigade":  
The Strashun Library in Vilna
FRIDA SHOR

3:35pm · Panel 2
The Strashun Private Library Digitization Project and the  
Edward Blank YIVO Vilna Collections Project
LYUDMIL A SHOLOKHOVA & ROBERTA NEWMAN

The Strashun Library Collections between the Soviet  
Occupation of Lithuania and Today
L AR A LEMPERT

Q&A

SCHEDULE
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WELCOME / FIRST KEYNOTE

RECL AIMING THE JEWISH PAST OF EASTERN 
EUROPE AND YIVO'S DIGITAL FUTURE
— JONATHAN BRENT

JONATHAN BRENT is the Executive Director of the YIVO Institute for 
Jewish Research in New York City. From 1991 to 2009 he was Editorial 
Director and Associate Director of Yale Press. He is the founder of the 
world acclaimed Annals of Communism series, which he established at 
Yale Press in 1991. Brent is the co-author of Stalin’s Last Crime: The Plot 
Against the Jewish Doctors, 1948-1953 (Harper-Collins, 2003) and Inside 
the Stalin Archives (Atlas Books, 2008). He is now working on a biography 
of the Soviet-Jewish writer Isaac Babel. Brent teaches history and literature 
at Bard College.

EARLY AND RARE HEBRAICA IN THE  
STRASHUN LIBRARY
— BR AD SABIN HILL

The nearly 6,000 volumes assembled by Matisyahu Strashun in Vilna comprised one of 
the most important Jewish collections in Eastern Europe in the 19th century. Strashun's 
library held books printed over the course of 400 years, from early fruits of Hebrew 
typography in Italy to products of subsequent presses in Central and Eastern Europe, 
the Ottoman lands, and elsewhere. The oldest and rarest of these will be described, 
and the preservation of such incunabula and rara within Ashkenazic Yiddish civilization 
put in context.

BR AD SABIN HILL has held curatorial positions in Canada, Britain and 
the U.S., notably as Head of the Hebrew Section of the British Library, as 
Librarian and Fellow in Hebrew Bibliography at the Oxford Centre for He-
brew and Jewish Studies, and as Dean of the Library and Senior Research 
Librarian at the YIVO Institute. The author, co-author or editor of a number 
of books and articles in the field of Hebrew bibliography and booklore, 
including Incunabula, Hebraica & Judaica (Ottawa, 1981) and Treasures of 
the Valmadonna Trust Library (London, 2011), Hill has published studies 
on Hebrew typography and Hebrew libraries, as well as on Yiddish man-
uscripts and Yiddish bibliography. He has curated exhibitions in Ottawa, 
London, New York and Washington, among them displays of Renaissance 
Hebraica at the Pierpont Morgan Library and of Hebrew printing in the 
Orient at George Washington University. He lectures widely on book-his-
torical subjects, most recently at the National Library of Canada, the John 
Rylands Library in Manchester (U.K.), and the Library of Congress.



3

PANEL 1

WHAT DID JEWS READ IN THE L ATE  
RUSSIAN EMPIRE? 
— JEFFREY VEIDLINGER

Based on library circulation figures and print runs of publications, the paper will inves-
tigate reading practices among Jews in the Pale of Jewish Settlement at the turn of 
the twentieth century. The paper will address not only the specific types and titles of 
popular books, but also the modes of reading common among a variety of Russian Jews.

JEFFRE Y VEIDLINGER is Joseph Brodsky Collegiate Professor of His-
tory and Judaic Studies and Director of the Frankel Center for Judaic 
Studies at the University of Michigan. He is the author of the award-winning 
books The Moscow State Yiddish Theater: Jewish Culture on the Soviet 
Stage (2000), Jewish Public Culture in the Late Russian Empire (2009), 
and In the Shadow of the Shtetl: Small-Town Jewish Life in Soviet Ukraine 
(2013). He is the Editor of Going to the People: Jews and Ethnographic 
Impulse (2016). Professor Veidlinger is a Vice-President of the Association 
for Jewish Studies, Associate Chair of the Academic Advisory Council of 
the Center for Jewish History, and a member of the Academic Committee 
of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum. He is currently working 
on a book about the pogroms of the Russian Civil War.

STRASHUNS BIBLIOTEK  AS A PUBLIC LIBRARY 
FOR VILNA'S JEWS
— Z ACHARY BAKER

The Strashun Library ("Strashun's bibliotek," as it was referred to in Yiddish) was re-
nowned for its extensive collections of old and rare Hebraica, and was regarded with 
enormous pride by Vilna's Jews. Ensconced in its own building adjoining the Great 
Synagogue in the Vilna shulhoyf, the library was situated at the center of the commu-
nity's religious life. The Strashun Library functioned under the aegis of Vilna's official 
kehile and as such was accessible to all. In addition, it belonged to a loose and un-
official network of "public libraries" serving the Jews of Vilna. This presentation will 
provide background on several of the Jewish libraries that operated alongside the 
Strashun Library in the Jerusalem of Lithuania: the library of the Ḥevrah mefitse has-
kalah [also known by its Russian initials OPE], the Children's Library of the Tsentraler 
bildungs-komitet [Central Education Committee], the collections of the Sh. An-ski 
Jewish Historical and Ethnographic Society, and the library and press archive of the 
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PANEL 1

YIVO Institute itself. Each of these libraries served distinctive (but often overlapping) 
constituencies within the diverse and rapidly evolving cultural matrix that characterized 
Jewish Vilna during the interwar decades.

Since 1999 Z ACHARY M. BAKER has served as the Reinhard Family 
Curator of Judaica and Hebraica Collections in the Stanford University 
Libraries. In addition, in 2010 he was appointed as the Stanford Libraries' 
Assistant University Librarian for Collection Development (Humanities and 
Social Sciences). Prior to that, from 1987 to 1999, he was Head Librarian 
of the YIVO Institute for Jewish Research. His first professional position 
as a librarian was also at YIVO, when from 1976 to 1981 he cataloged 
Yiddish books from the Vilna Collection (many of which once were part of 
the Strashun Library's collections). In addition, he worked as Head of the 
Yiddish Department and Technical Services at the Jewish Public Library 
of Montreal (1981-1987).

THE STRASHUN LIBRARY IN WAR TIME, 1939-1941
— DAVID FISHMAN

The Strashun Library shared the fate of Vilna’s Jews during the Nazi occupation. The 
Germans destroyed a large part of its collection by sending it to “paper mills” which 
repulped the books. They deported many valuable volumes to the Nazi “Institute for 
Investigation of the Jewish Question” in Frankfurt. But a part of the collection survived 
in hiding places in Vilna, thanks to the efforts of a heroic group of ghetto inmates, with 
the help of righteous gentiles. After the War, YIVO in New York and survivors in Soviet 
Vilnius worked to retrieve and protect the surviving remnants.

DAVID E. FISHMAN is a professor of Jewish History at the Jewish 
Theological Seminary, teaching courses in modern Jewish history. Dr. 
Fishman also serves as director of Project Judaica, JTS's program in the 
Former Soviet Union (FSU), which is based at Russian State University for 
the Humanities (Moscow) and Kyiv-Mohyla Academy University (Kiev). Dr. 
Fishman travels frequently to Moscow and other parts of the FSU on behalf 
of Project Judaica. He directs its Jewish Archival Survey, which publishes 
guides to Jewish archival materials in the FSU. Recently he coedited a 
guide to Jewish collections in the previously top-secret Special Archive 
in Moscow. Dr. Fishman also writes for the Jewish Daily Forward on Jews 
and the current situation in Russia and Ukraine. Dr. Fishman is the author of 
numerous books and articles on the history and culture of East European 
Jewry including Russia's First Modern Jews (New York University Press, 
1996) and The Rise of Modern Yiddish Culture (University of Pittsburgh 
Press, 2005). 
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SECOND KEYNOTE / PANEL 2

FROM LIKUTEI SHOSHANIM  TO "THE PAPER 
BRIGADE": THE STRASHUN LIBRARY IN VILNA
— FRIDA SHOR

The paper will discuss the history, activities and treasures (manuscripts, incunabula and 
rare books) of the Strashun Private and Public Libraries in Vilna from the end of the 19th 
century until WWII. The presentation will also focus on the influence that the Strashun 
Library as the institution had on the cultural and spiritual life of the Jewish community 
in Vilna known as “Yerushalayim d’lite” (Jerusalem of Lithuania).

FRIDA SHOR Frida Shore is the the Library Director and a lecturer at 
Ariel Univeristy. In 2012 Shor published From "Likute Shoshanim" to "The 
Paper Brigade": The Story of the Strashun Library in Vilna. Shor has also 
published articles in Przeglad Biblioteczny - Library Review, Social Security,  
The Journal of Academic Librarianship, and the Journal for Physiotherapy.

THE STRASHUN PRIVATE LIBRARY DIGITIZATION 
PROJECT AND THE EDWARD BL ANK YIVO VILNA 
COLLECTIONS PROJECT
— LYUDMIL A SHOLOKHOVA & ROBERTA NEWMAN

The Strashun Private Library Digitization Project, now in its second year of successful 
development, is an essential component of the Edward Blank YIVO Vilna Collections 
Project, a multi-year, international initiative to digitize archival and library collections in 
partnership with the Martynas Mažvydas National Library of Lithuania and Lithuanian 
Central State Archive. Project co-directors Lyudmila Sholokhova and Roberta Newman 
will discuss the concept, goals, progress, and challenges of both the Strashun project 
and the project as a whole.

DR. LYUDMIL A SHOLOKHOVA is the Director of the YIVO Institute 
Archives and Library. She was Head Librarian at from 2011-2016 and Acting 
Head Archivist from 2014-2016. From 1994 to 2001, she was a Research 
Associate at the Judaica Division of the Vernadsky National Library of 
Ukraine. Dr. Sholokhova is the author of numerous publications on the 
history of Jewish music and Jewish bibliography. She is fluent in Russian, 
Ukrainian, and Yiddish.



6

PANEL 2

ROBERTA NEWMAN is YIVO’s Director of Digital Initiatives. From 1988-
1992, she was the curator of YIVO’s film and photo archives. She served as 
the Illustrations Editor and Director of Research for The YIVO Encyclopedia 
of Jews in Eastern Europe and is co-author, with Alice Nakhimovsky, of 
Dear Mendl, Dear Reyzl: Yiddish Letter Manuals from Russia and America, 
published by Indiana University Press in 2014, winner of a National Jewish 
Book award.

THE STRASHUN LIBRARY COLLECTIONS 
BET WEEN THE SOVIET OCCUPATION OF 
LITHUANIA AND TODAY
— L AR A LEMPERT

The paper analyzes a group of less known 1940-1941 documents from Lithuanian 
archives pertaining to the management of the library by soviet authorities and the 
situation they left it on the eve of the Nazi invasion of Vilnius. Furthermore, the paper 
discusses the fate of the remnants of the library collections in Lithuania after the WWII, 
as well as their current status within the holdings of the National library of Lithuania 
and its research and conservation in which the Vilna project has been a pivotal turn.

DR. L AR A LEMPERT  (Lempertienė) is a researcher of Jewish book and 
manuscripts at the National Library of Lithuania and the acting director 
of its Judaica center. Her main field is the cultural history of the European 
Jewry, and the specific points of scholarly interests are Jewish classical 
texts and their integration in Jewish education in various settings; Jewish 
book and press; and aspects of day-to-day life of Lithuanian Jewry.
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UPCOMING PUBLIC PROGRAMS

Money, Love, and Shame
A WILDLY POPUL AR TR ASHY MELODR AMA FROM THE Y IDDISH THE ATER  
IN ENGLISH TR ANSL ATION

Isaac Zolotarevsky’s legendary 1910 melodrama will be presented at YIVO in a new English 
translation by writer/director Allen Lewis Rickman in a ‘rehearsed reading’ format, for one 
performance only. Not for the weak of heart, “Money, Love, and Shame!” is a wild ride with a 
group of dysfunctional Jewish immigrants. Though considered “shund,” or “trash” by critics, it 
was one of the most popular and most often produced plays on the Yiddish stage.

Oedipus in Brooklyn and Other Stories by Blume Lempel
RUTH GAY SEMINAR IN JE WISH STUDIES

Blume Lempel (1907-1999) was a courageous storyteller whose narrative imagination moved fluidly 
between past and present, Old World and New, dream and reality, modern-day New York and 
prewar Poland, girlhood dreams and old-age imaginings. Ellen Cassedy and Yermiyahu Ahron Taub 
will discuss Lempel’s life and work, her legacy, and their newly translated collection of her stories.

MON.

FEB 6
7:00pm

MON.

MAR 6
6:00pm

UPCOMING EDUCATION PROGRAMS

ONLINE 
COURSE 
NOW 
AVAIL ABLE

JUN 26
- AUG 4
2017

Folksong, Demons, and the Evil Eye: Folklore of Ashkenaz
YIVO'S SHINE ONLINE EDUCATIONAL SERIES

Join Professor Itzik Gottesman for a four-week online course on the folklore of Ashkenaz and delve 
into the richness of Jewish folklore from Eastern Europe. We will explore music, folktales, rituals, 
and superstitions. You’ll meet golems, hear bobe-mayses, and listen to folksongs. The course 
includes lectures, interviews, and discussions, as well as activities for students. Special guests 
include Zev Feldman, a leading scholar on Jewish music and dance, and culinary ethnographer 
Eve Jochnowitz.

yivo.org/Online-Classes

Uriel Weinreich Summer Program  
in Yiddish Language, Literature, and Culture
LOCATED AT Y IVO, 15 WEST 16TH STREET, NYC

The Uriel Weinreich Program in Yiddish Language, Literature, and Culture, established in 1968, 
is the oldest intensive Yiddish summer program in the world. Our 6-week program offers classes 
from beginner to advanced levels and a variety of cultural and enrichment activities. Under the 
auspices of YIVO and Bard College, the program offers peerless instruction in the Yiddish language 
and an in-depth exploration of the literature and culture of East European Jewry. The program 
treats Yiddish as a living language and emphasizes spoken Yiddish.

summerprogram.yivo.org
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About the Edward Blank YIVO Vilna Collections Project
“THESE MATERIALS ARE HOLOCAUST SURVIVORS”

During World War II, the Nazis looted YIVO’s archive and library in Vilnius, Lithuania. 
The Jews who were forced to sort the materials for ransacking by the Nazis risked their 
lives to smuggle some of the rare treasures to hiding places in the Vilna Ghetto. Much 
was destroyed, but soon after the war some of the materials were recovered by YIVO  
(by then relocated to the United States) with the help of the U.S. Army. Other items were re-
covered and rescued from the Soviets by a Lithuanian librarian, who hid them for over 40 years 
until they were rediscovered in 1988.

The Edward Blank YIVO Vilna Collections Project, launched in 2015, is a $5.6 million, 
7-year landmark digital initiative that has inspired funders, scholars, and lay people around 
the world. Our teams in Lithuania and New York are completing the processing, conservation, 
and digitization of these collections ahead of schedule.

This project reunites YIVO’s divided prewar library and archival collections through a 
dedicated web portal. It is a partnership between the YIVO Institute for Jewish Research, the 
Lithuanian Central State Archives, and the Martynas Mažvydas National Library of Lithuania.

Our Donors*

Builders $1,000,000+
Anonymous Challenge Grant 
Anonymous

Partners $500,000+
Benefactors $100,000+
The Conference on Jewish Material Claims

Against Germany
The Good Will Foundation 
The Government of the Republic of Lithuania
The Kronhill Pletka Foundation
National Endowment for the Humanities 
Righteous Persons Foundation
The Ruth and David Levine Charitable Fund
The Board of the YIVO Institute 

for Jewish Research
Anonymous

Patrons $50,000+
Yad Vashem
Anonymous

Sponsors $25,000+
Jonathan Mishkin 
Ms. Caryl B. Ratner

Supporters $10,000+
United States Department of State

Contributors $5,000+
Slovin Foundation

Friends $1,000+
Mr. Gary Blumsohn
Ms. Miriam Engel
Ms. Feygele Jacobs 
Prof. Jack Jacobs and Ms. Susan J. Milamed
Mr. David Luski 
Mr. Joel Ratner
Ms. Ethel G. Romm 
Prof. Simon Schama
Mrs. Loyce Sulkes 
Ms. Karen Underhill and Mr. Richard Meller
Ms. Deborah Waroff

We gratefully acknowledge and thank the following donors for their  
generous support of this project:

*AS OF JANUARY 1, 2017

VILNACOLLECTIONS.YIVO.ORG



Stamp of Einsatzstab Reichsleiter Rosenberg 
(ERR) found on some books taken from the 
Strashun Public Library by the Nazis. ERR 

was a Nazi Party organization dedicated to 
appropriating cultural property during WWII.

Matisyahu Strashun’s private library stamp.



YIVO’s mission is to preserve, study, share, and perpetuate knowledge of the 
history and culture of East European Jewry worldwide through our educational 
programs and our global outreach. As the leading center for East European Jewish 
Studies in the world, YIVO specializes in Yiddish language, literature and folklore, 
the Holocaust, and the American Jewish immigrant experience. YIVO’s Archive 
and Library hold 23 million documents and more than 385,000 volumes, including 
the world’s largest collection of Yiddish-language materials. YIVO offers public 
and educational programs, exhibitions, symposia, publications, and fellowships.

Y IVO.ORG  ·   212.246.6080

Your support makes all the difference!
YIVO offers cultural events and programs throughout the year, including 

lectures, concerts, films, and symposia. We also offer adult education and 
Yiddish language programs, research opportunities, and fellowships.  

You can help YIVO fulfill its mission with your support.

Please make your contribution to YIVO by visiting  
yivo.org/Donate, or to become a member please contact  

the YIVO Membership Office at 212.294.6131.

THANK YOU.


