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Kanovich has lived in Israel since 1993, and his son Sergey has 
helped in translating our questions into Russian and then trans-
lating the answers into English. First his father only answered 
three of the questions, and he was too tired to continue. But the 
following day came the rest of the answers.

”He is delighted that the English-speaking world is now able 
to read his books”, says Sergey, who is also a writer and cur-
rently walking in his father’s footsteps by trying to give life to the 
Jewish culture before the war through work with the Lost Shtetl 
Museum in the small town of Šeduva in northern Lithuania. 

”I have said many times that Lithuania has enough traces of 

e is the last Lithuanian Jewish author with first-hand 
experience of the shtetls, the small Jewish towns that 
vanished from the face of the earth in 1941.

”I have tried to create a written monument to the 
Lithuanian Jews”, says Grigory Kanovich in an interview with 
Baltic Worlds.

Kanovich turns 90 this summer. At 85 he stopped writing 
when he published his last book, Shtetl Love Song. The book  
Devilspel, from which an extract is published in this issue of 
Baltic Worlds, was written back in 2002 but not translated into 
English until now.

“I HAVE TRIED  
TO CREATE  
A WRITTEN  

MONUMENT TO 
THE LITHUANIAN 

JEWS”
by Påhl Ruin

 “C
heslavas deliberated constantly about how he 

could save Elisheva from those who wished 

to purify the nation.

He thought about her when he was in the 

meadow, too, with the intoxicating odour of 

harvest in his nostrils, as he carefully lifted the hay and lay it 

into the cart as if it was alive. The clouds descended lower 

and lower. On the horizon, far beyond the meadow, they had 

already merged with the majestic crowns of the trees. From 

time to time the horse raised its head and looked up in alarm; 

it wouldn’t be long before they dropped their burden – the 

first rainstorm the bomb-wounded earth would receive.

Without waiting for Elisheva to bring his afternoon snack, 

Lomsargis got up on the seat of the cart. Speaking tenderly, 

as if to a member of his family, he urged his raven beauty on, 

Stasia, Stasite, Stanislava. Stasite understood from his tone 

where to go and how. She understood whether he wanted 

her to trot or gallop, whether in the direction of the farm or to 

Mishkine. She quickly caught his mood and easily deter-

mined when he was sober and when he was tipsy.

Sometimes, she would approach him when he was 

disconsolate or troubled and nuzzle up to him as a woman 

might, rubbing against his chest with her muzzle. He pitied 

her and harnessed her only on church holidays when he set 

out for prayers in town or when it was time to cut the hay and 

harvest it.

“Why are you so attached to her?” Prane inquired, never 

failing to disapprove of his love for anyone but herself. She 

suffered not only from a diseased liver, but also from a flow of 

pointless questions in her blood.

“I’m learning from her.”

 “If it’s no secret, what are you learning? I would imagine 

that she was the one who should be learning from you.”

“She’s teaching me how to be a human being. Where do 

you think all the evil in the world comes from? From horses 

or cows? From sheep or from birds? It comes from us intel-

ligent two-legged creatures! A horse would never wage war 

against another if her rider didn’t force her to do so. A rabbit 

wouldn’t disparage a sheep out of envy, because the poor 

creature lacked a woolen coat and had to warm himself with 

his feet in contrast to herself. A sparrow wouldn’t accuse a 

nightingale of all kinds of mortal sins just because the latter 

Extract from  
Devilspel  
by Grigory  
Kanovich. 

Translated by Yisrael  

Elliot Cohen for Noir Press.  

Release of the English  

version June 2019.

LITHUANIAN  
AUTHOR  
GRIGORY  
KANOVICH,  
SURVIVOR OF 
THE SHTETLS:

The old part of Grigory Kanovich’ home 

town Janova was demolished in 1941.



6 7

not in command of Yiddish. The fact that Elisheva was playing 
with a Lithuanian kid was rare, an exception to the rule.”

What did you yourself experience of Lithuanians turning 
against you Jews before you fled? 

”Before the evacuation I had never experienced any hostile 
approach from Lithuanian children — they knew that their par-
ents were wearing Jewish tailored clothes, had their hair cut at 
Jewish barbers. This somehow made us closer.”

Grigory and his parents fled Jonava the day before the town 
was taken over by the Germans. Via Latvia they managed to 
escape to Russia and the Ural Mountains and ended up in a kol-
khoz at the Kazakhstan steppe where they lived with very little 
food. His father had to serve in the Soviet army.

They almost didn’t make it all the way to Russia. At one point 
the line of refugees they were travelling with was attacked by a 
German airplane. Grigory’s mother dragged him into a haystack 
in the middle of a field, an act that came to save their lives. The 
scene is dramatically retold in the novel Shtetl Love Song.

Grigory tells me that his mother saved the family even at an 
earlier moment:

”I remember an argument between my parents — to leave or 
to stay. My father was convinced, as unfortunately were many 
Jews who decided to stay, that the war would be over in a few 
days or a few weeks at most. It was my late mother who persuad-
ed him to leave.”

Around 95 percent of the Lithuanian Jews were killed in the 
Holocaust, over 200,000 people, most of them already in 1941. 
Grigory lost several family members, but still the family moved 
back to Lithuania after the war, settling in Vilnius. ”We were 
drawn back to the cemeteries of our relatives,” he said in an ear-
lier interview. 

Grigory started studying at the philology department at the 
university. His command of Yiddish had somewhat deterio-
rated during his years in exile, which led him to start writing 
in Russian. After having written a successful poem to a friend’s 
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sang, while he merely chirped. But human beings? Humans, 

Pranute, will claw each other to pieces over a plot of farm-

land. They will disparage their neighbour for no reason and 

will report them to the authorities just to keep themselves out 

of trouble.”

Prane did not object. As she listened, she tried to imagine 

where he got such clever ideas from; they always made 

her feel like yawning. They were just a stone’s throw from 

the farm when the fi rst drops of rain fell heavily on Stasite’s 

mane. On the roof, beyond the trees lining the road, it was 

possible to make out a wooden horse that looked like it had 

been drawn with ink.

“Hurry, Stasite, hurry!” Lomsargis shouted.

The horse neighed and shifted from a slow trot to a gal-

lop. Soon Lomsargis caught sight of his five sided cottage 

through the rain and of Elisheva, who rushed barefoot from 

the porch to the haybarn to throw the door wide open for 

Stasite and Cheslavas. It was as if the storm had waited until 

the cart had entered the haybarn before it slammed down 

upon the farm.

 “We made it, thank God, we made it!” Cheslavas rejoiced.

“Thank you, Stasite! Thank you, Elenute!”

The horse shook its head and Elisheva, who seemed 

uncharacteristically silent and gloomy, began to help unload 

the cart, which was piled high with hay.

“Why do you look so down, my dear?” Lomsargis asked, 

concerned that she looked so despondent when he entered 

the farmhouse and sat at the table. “You don’t look yourself.”

He didn’t touch his food. “What happened while I was 

away?”

“Nothing.”

“What do you mean by that?”

She didn’t reply, but sat opposite Lomsargis with her head 

bowed in shame at having lied.

“So, what then?” Cheslavas stared at her, waiting for a 

direct and honest answer.

“I’ve decided to leave.”

“To go where?”

“To my father and sister. God won’t forgive me if I stay 

here,” she said. “He will not forgive me if I’m not with them at 

this time,” she repeated, addressing both Lomsargis and the 

Almighty.

From outside the window came the sounds of the June 

storm raging. The lightning threatened to strike the roof of 

the cottage with whips of fi re and the peals of thunder shook 

its walls. The rain battered the apple orchard and ravaged the 

branches of the old elms that surrounded the farmstead.

“But Elenute, are you sure that they are alright there?”

Lomsargis asked. “Perhaps I could ride over there first, 

have a look around and find out how everything is. You can’t 

see anything from our wilderness here apart from the Push-
cha and the swamp with its sandpipers. You know perfectly 

well what kind of a time this is for your people; it’s not a good 

time to be wandering around. Anyway, right now I need to 

drop in on our priest – there’s an important matter I don’t want 

to put off . . . I don’t care if you get angry at me, but I won’t let 

Jewish death,” he says. “Meanwhile, it’s almost impossible to find 
traces of Jewish life in Lithuanian towns.”

This description of both the life and death of the Jewish 
culture in Eastern Europe is something that characterizes his 
father’s books. In Devilspel, the readers get acquainted with a 
couple of Jewish and half-Jewish families in the town of Mishkine 
in Southern Lithuania at the end of June 1941 when the Germans 
are about to arrive. The sounds of the war are heard from the 
distance, while Lithuanians suddenly are turning against their 
Jewish neighbors. 

Grigory Kanovich himself was born in the town of Jonava, in 
central Lithuania. What did he experience of anti-Semitism be-
fore the family left?

”My life in the 1930s in Jonava 
was happy and untroubled. As 
far as my parents are concerned, 
I cannot tell you for sure if they 
experienced anti-Semitism at 
that time. They never dealt with 
politics. My father Solomon tai-
lored suits for everyone regard-
less of ethnicity or religion — he 
tailored for rabbi and priest, po-
liceman and doctor. My mother 
was a house-keeper.”

Researchers in the field have come to similar conclusions, 
namely that anti-Semitism was not a widespread phenomenon 
in Lithuania before the war, and the situation for the Jews was 
actually better than in many other European countries. The Jews 
had lived in the area for almost 600 years, and Lithuania’s auto-
cratic leader at the time, Antanas Smetona, even spoke Yiddish.

The sudden change in mood among many ethnic Lithu-
anians, the outburst of hatred and violence, has been analyzed 
by several scholars. Many explanations have been put forward, 
but the one that is most often emphasized is that Jews were ac-
cused of supporting the Soviets when the country was occupied 

in 1940. This was of course a horrific accusation, and the vast 
majority of the Jews were victims of the occupation, just like the 
ethnic Lithuanians. At this time, the Jews accounted for about 
8 percent of the Lithuanian population, but they held about 
15 percent of the leading positions in the communist regime. 
Without in any way having a dominating influence, they were 
still over-represented among the hated communists. This fact 
was exploited by the Nazis: “It was Jewish communists who car-
ried away your countrymen to Siberia, now you have to help 
us make your country free from the Jews,” was a message that 
many people bought.

Almost 80 years have passed since Grigory Kanovich expe-
rienced this sudden hatred, which forced him and his family to 

flee the country. How could his 
neighbors become murderers 
over night? What is his answer 
after all these years? Surely, he 
must have thought about it over 
and over again? 

His answer is brief, and may-
be he lacks the energy and will 
to dwell on it today:

”There were many reasons 
and most probably we will never 
know all of them. But we can 

raise the questions and try to understand. One of the main rea-
sons was Lithuania’s loss of independence.”

Before the hatred took root, how intense were the 
contacts between kids from the Jewish community and 
the Lithuanians? In Devilspel, you describe how Elisheva 
had played as a child with the Lithuanian boy Povilas 
Genis. Was it common?

”The contacts and inter-relations between Jewish and Lithu-
anian kids were almost impossible due the language barrier. Jew-
ish kids did not know Lithuanian and Lithuanian children were 
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“MY LIFE IN THE 1930S IN 
JONAVA WAS HAPPY AND 

UNTROUBLED. AS FAR AS MY 
PARENTS ARE CONCERNED,  

I CANNOT TELL YOU FOR SURE 
IF THEY EXPERIENCED ANTI-

SEMITISM AT THAT TIME.” 

Grigory Kanovich in Janova 1934, age five.

Grigory Kanovich in 2011, age 90.
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you go alone to Mishkine for any reason. Don’t try to twist me 

around your little finger. If you don’t listen to me, I’ll tie you to 

the fence with a rope like a stubborn young calf.”

He smiled, but his smile appeared forced and crooked 

while his cautious brown eyes flashed beneath his shaggy 

red eyebrows, which descended to the bridge of his nose.

“When I get back, I’ll tell you everything. I won’t hold any-

thing back about your father and your sister, or even about 

your suitor, Yakov,” Cheslavas said.

He began to noisily slurp his beetroot soup, which had 

grown cold.

“Shall I heat it up?”

“No need. It’s fine like this.”

He emptied the bowl and then polished off his favourite 

dish of pigs’ trotters with gusto. Getting up laboriously from 

the table, he asked a curious question.

“Elenute, do you know how to cross yourself?”

“No!” she said, breathing unnaturally, worried.

“I’ll show you how it’s done,” Cheslavas boomed and 

crossed himself slowly several times. “Now you try. Come on, 

you can do it!”

Elisheva blinked and wrinkled her nose as tears suddenly 

filled her eyes.

 “Don’t be afraid! Try! No one ever died of it,” Lomsargis 

said, trying to encourage her. “I’ll show you again. It’s quite 

simple. You hold your palm like this and with your fingers first 

touch your forehead, then you go down to your navel, then to 

the right shoulder, then to the left.”

“No, no! I don’t want to. I can’t . . .” Elisheva burst into tears.

“What’s the matter? What is it? If you want to survive these 

crazy times, get rid of the idea of all these ‘I can’ts’. I under-

stand that it’s not your religion. Maybe you don’t even believe 

in any God, but there’s no other way out. After all, a person 

believes in order to live and not the other way around.

However you look at it, life is more important than religion, 

yours or ours. It’s a good thing you don’t look like a Jew. Your 

nose isn’t hooked; it looks more like a little potato. Your hair’s 

red rather than pitch-coloured and, what’s more, you speak 

our language more fluently than we do ourselves. If it doesn’t 

rain tomorrow, I’ll set out for Mishkine and visit your folks on 

Rybatskaya Street.”

Elisheva listened to Lomsargis fearfully, but without 

argument, even though his good intentions and moralizing 

angered her. “What is life without religion?” she thought. “You 

don’t change your religion any more than you do your skin.”

To Lomsargis’s delight, the following day the sky was clear. 

The sun regained its previous strength and its light gradu-

ally returned everything to its usual form – in the garden the 

apple trees that had been bent by the storm straightened up, 

the old elms recovered, and the dishevelled birds who had 

hidden in the comfort of their nests from the thunder and 

lightning emerged to preen their feathers.

Cheslavas cheered up as he got ready to leave. He 

donned his good, freshly ironed suit, which had been tailored 

for him by the skilful Gedalye Bankvecher, and put on his 

goatskin boots that that been polished until they shone. He 

girlfriend, his career as a poet started. His first collection of 
verse came in 1948, when he was only 19 years old. Eventually he 
turned to prose and gradually found his topic: ”My saga about 
Lithuanian Jewry”, as he put it.

But writing about the Jewish world of his childhood was a 
difficult task in the Soviet Union. The early 1950s were charac-
terized by a wave of anti-Semitism in the empire. Newspapers 
called the small remains of the Jewish cultural elite ”bourgeois 
cosmopolitans” and ”supporters of American imperialism”. Nazi 
crimes against the Jews were denied, and Jewish scholars were 
removed from their posts. How was it even possible to write un-
der these circumstances?

”About half of my Litvak saga novels I wrote after 1993 in Is-
rael. In the parts I wrote in the USSR, I dealt with the topic of the 
destiny of the Jews under the anti-Semitic Tsarist empire — prob-
ably that was the reason why the Soviet censorship thought that 
the ideas and values I was sharing were harmless. To the readers, 
however, the parallel between the Tsarist empire and Soviet 
one was obvious. But up until perestroika and glasnost, Moscow 
publishers would refuse to publish any of my novels. They would 
instead be published in smaller runs in Soviet Lithuania and then 
virtually smuggled and, in some cases, even hand-copied and 
distributed in the USSR.”

He describes how Soviet authors dealing with sensitive is-
sues had to be creative and to hide their true intentions behind 
metaphors. The censorship was very attentive, but also stupid 
at times. He recalls one incident, and I can almost see his smile 
there in the outskirts of Tel Aviv when he notes down his answers 
to my questions:

”In one of my novels where I did expose the anti-Semitic 
nature of the Russian empire, I had created the characters of 
two Russian brothers who were woodcutters. The characters 
I depicted were not totally negative, but it was a must that the 
censor’s office, called Glavlit, would give their approval. They in-
sisted that I change the name of the two brothers from Andropov 
to Andronov. Why? Because Andropov suddenly and exactly 

at that time had become the head of the Politburo of the Soviet 
Communist Party!”

Who have you, over the years, seen as the main readers 
of your books? Litvaks in the Soviet empire? Litvaks all 
over the world? Jews in general? The general public in a 
wider sense?

”While living behind the Iron Curtain my primary readers 
were Russian-speaking Jews in general. But not only them, I 
had readers among other groups too. After Lithuania became 
independent and after I moved to Israel, more people have come 
across my books.”

Grigory Kanovich’s works have been translated into fourteen 
languages. Apart from his ten novels, he has written more than 
twenty plays and made a number of translations. He has indeed 
been praised also in Lithuania through a couple of prestigious 
prizes, but he has never reached a wide audience in the coun-
try. Why so? I asked my friend Rūta Puišytė, former Deputy 
Director of the Yiddish Institute at Vilnius University, who has 
studied Jewish history for many years. She herself read Kanov-
ich already during Soviet times and was very touched by the 
books.

”The history of the Jews in Lithuania was not a big topic dur-
ing the decades of Soviet occupation, and very few were interest-
ed in learning more. In fact, at the time of independence there 
were many, even highly educated people, who hardly knew that 
the country had had a large Jewish minority.”

Puišytė concludes that the knowledge of the history of the 
Lithuanian Jews is more widespread these days and that the au-
thorities are taking several praiseworthy steps to highlight this 
history. At the same time, she questions the level of interest in 
the issue, especially in the Lithuanian schools. At the moment 
she is active in a project where they have made recordings of the 
few remaining Jews who experienced life in Lithuania before the 
war — the voices of people like Grigory Kanovich. She has been 
in contact with several school principals, asking if they would 

be interested in using the recordings in history lessons. The re-
sponse has been lukewarm at best.

”One of them said, ’But how can we find the time to include 
this in the teaching when we have the French Revolution and 
everything else’,” she recalls with a sigh. ”Our own history seems 
to have low priority, but the history of the Jews is part of the his-
tory of Lithuania.”

This seems like an obvious statement, but it hasn’t been obvi-
ous. Many Lithuanians have for a long time treated the fate of 
the Jews as something that did not concern the development 
of Lithuanian nationhood in the 20th century. One reason for 
downplaying the importance of Jewish history is of course that 
thousands of Lithuanians contributed to ending this history. Yet 
another aspect that makes this 
issue even more complicated is 
that some of those responsible 
for the killings of the Jews were at 
the same time considered heroes 
in the armed struggle against the 
Soviet occupiers.

Over the years, several freedom 
fighters, called Forest Brothers, 
have been revealed as perpetra-
tors — which has led to intense 
debates over the validity of the 
claims. At the very moment I am writing this text, the case of 
Jonas Noreika is the subject of a hot discussion in Lithuania. He 
was known as General Storm and is widely regarded as a nation-
al hero for his resistance to the Soviets both before 1941 and after 
1944. But it is his actions between these years that have caused 
huge controversy. He was executed by the communists in 1947 at 
only 37 years of age.

Today he is accused of sanctioning the murders of more than 
10,000 Jews in Šiauliai county, where he was governor in 1941. 
In this capacity, he was responsible for the establishment of the 
ghetto in the town of Žagarė and for the transfer of Jews to the 
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ghetto from which they were taken to the killing pits nearby. 
What makes this example even more remarkable is that the 
newest research behind these accusations was carried out by 
his granddaughter Silvia Foti, a journalist born and raised in Chi-
cago. At her mother’s deathbed, she was asked to finish the glori-
fying book on her grandfather’s life, a book that her mother had 
started writing. Last year she instead published the book General 
Storm — Unmasking a War Criminal.

Her findings on Noreika, combined with earlier research, 
have been harshly criticized by several influential politicians 
with nationalistic agendas. But she has also received support 
among the highest echelons of Lithuanian society. Foreign Min-
ister Linas Linkevičius wrote last fall that ”in front of my eyes, I 

have documents that bear witness 
to clear collaboration with Nazis”. 
This led him to the conclusion 
that the Municipality of Vilnius, 
and the Academy of Sciences, 
should remove the plaque that 
honors Noreika at a library in the 
center of town. The granddaugh-
ter Silvia Foti has, together with 
a Californian Jew whose family 
members were killed in Šiauliai 
County, sued the state-funded 

Center for the Study of the Genocide and Resistance for erecting 
the plaque. Recently the court dismissed the lawsuit, citing ”ill-
based intentions”.

The Noreika case has a direct connection with the Kanovich 
family — Sergey was one of several Lithuanian intellectuals who 
already in 2015 demanded that the plaque be removed from the 
library. What are his reactions today?

”It is so evident that Noreika, and several other heroes, are 
guilty of atrocities. Why are some politicians today so scared of 
the historical truth? They bring shame on the country, and they 
damage our reputation.”

“THE HISTORY OF THE 
JEWS IN LITHUANIA WAS 
NOT A BIG TOPIC DURING 
THE DECADES OF SOVIET 
OCCUPATION, AND VERY 

FEW WERE INTERESTED IN 
LEARNING MORE.” 
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I also asked his father Grigory about these difficulties that 
many present-day lawmakers have in facing the truth:

”I truly don’t understand why it takes so long to deal with this 
rather easy problem. There should be no place to glorify any 
perpetrator or collaborator with any evil regime — be it a Nazi 
one or a Soviet one.”

Your son Sergey is building a museum in Šeduva, giving 
life both to the rich Jewish culture and to the Holocaust. 
What were your feelings when you heard about these 
plans?

”Myself, I have tried to create a written monument to the Lith-
uanian Jews, and my son has the privilege to create a material 
one. I am truly proud of him.”

The museum, slated to open in 
2020, will be part of the Lost Shtetl 
memorial complex in and around 
Šeduva. It will be located across 
the road from the town’s restored 
Jewish cemetery, which is part of 
the complex. The curator of the 
main exhibition is the historian Milda Jakulytė-Vasil. I met her 
back in 2012, when she had published the Lithuanian Holocaust 
Atlas. In an impressive effort, she travelled to all 227 execution 
sites, documenting what happened there and also naming some 
of the perpetrators.

Several years later, she has now looked even closer into the 
case of Šeduva, in connection with the museum project. 

”I found out that the number of killings were somewhat high-
er than I had learned before, around 700 people. By studying the 
archives, I also know today that several Lithuanian families tried 
to save Jews.”

It has previously been documented that a large number of 
Lithuanians — a larger proportion than in many other European 
countries — risked their lives by hiding Jews. In the extract from 
Devilspel published here, one of the characters, the farmer 

Cheslavas, has the young Jewish lady Elisheva working for him. 
When the threats and the killings start, he gives her a cross to 
carry around her neck so that his fellow Lithuanians would 
take her for a Catholic. The fictional scene mirrors the reality in 
Šeduva where Milda Jakulytė-Vasil found out that eleven Jews 
there were baptized in three different families.

”Eventually the crosses didn’t help them, and all but one 
were killed. The surviving Jew hid with a family in Šeduva for 
three years, and later left for Israel.”

Almost all of the killings in Šeduva took place during two days 
at the end of August 1941. During the first day, no Germans were 
present. Both the supervising and the actual shooting were car-
ried out by Lithuanians. During the second day, a few Germans 

had come, but only as super-
visors. 

”It is known beyond any doubt 
that not a single Jew was killed by 
a German in Šeduva,” she says.

The Lost Shtetl project is 
the result of a wealthy family of 
South African Jews who wanted 

to search for their Litvak roots. The family’s ancestors had 
fled already in the 1920s, and information about life in Lithu-
ania was not passed on to future generations. It was not until 
recently that they learned that Šeduva was the town in ques-
tion.

”It is their wishes that we present everyday life in the shtetl, 
showing what people worked with, their ideas, their contacts 
with the rest of the town. We focus on the interwar period.”

Just like Grigory Kanovich’s father who tailored suits for 
everyone, there were Jewish tailors. But also storekeepers, doc-
tors, dentists, and other professionals serving all citizens in the 
community. 

”Culturally, however, there was an abyss between the Jews 
and the Lithuanians. Friendships were rare, and one should 
rather talk of customer relationships. We have done research on 

the extent to which they visited each other’s churches — and it 
almost never happened.”

There were around 3,000 citizens in Šeduva back then, and 
the number is roughly the same now. In the 1930s one third of 
the citizens were Jews, today there are none. 

”We have found three Jewish families living in Vilnius today 
with roots in Šeduva. That`s all.”

In total, there are between 3,000 and 5,000 Jews in Lithuania 
today, depending on how you count. Before the war a large num-
ber of Jews were found in practically every town. Typical for all 
Lithuanian communities back then was that the Jews lived in the 
center whereas most Lithuanians lived outside of the town, often 
working as farmers. One very sensitive issue for the creators of 
the museum in Šeduva is what to do with the names of the per-
petrators.

”Several of their family members are still living in the Šeduva 
area. And most of them don’t know what their relatives did dur-
ing the war.”

Some Lithuanian perpetrators were tried and convicted 
during Soviet times, but no one has been convicted since the 
country gained independence — neither in Šeduva nor in any 
other town. Milda Jakulytė-Vasil and the others have decided to 
display the names not only of those who were convicted before 
independence, but also the names of the individuals who were 
in charge of the groups who took the prisoners to the pits where 
they were shot.

”We cannot name the ones who actually fired the shots, since 
we don’t know who they were.”

The names of the group leaders in Šeduva have never been 
published before, which of course makes it extremely sensitive. 
Milda Jakulytė-Vasil claims that even naming the perpetrators 
who were exposed during Soviet times is delicate because the re-
sults of these trials are barely known among the general public. 

”We anticipate intense discussions. And we welcome them!”
The museum team cooperates with a filmmaker who con-

ducts interviews with Šeduva citizens who have memories of 

what happened with the Jewish population in the town. Milda 
Jakulytė-Vasil describes one interesting incident:

”Recently we met an old man who was a boy at the time. The 
man said that he heard rumors of the killings, but that he hadn’t 
seen anything with his own eyes. Then suddenly his grand-
daughter came in, she had overheard the conversation and cried 
out: ’But Grandpa, you have told me that you saw the killings’. 
Eventually he admitted that he had lied to the filmmaker.”

A couple of days before I met Milda Jakulytė-Vasil in Vilnius, 
an archeologist had found yet other Jewish gravestones in 
Šeduva some distance away from the Jewish cemetery. They 
were probably stolen from the cemetery during Soviet times. 
The stones are of good quality and were used for several other 
purposes at the time. In his book, Kanovich describes how 
graves were decapitated already during the summer of 1941. 
In the book, two young Lithuanian men stand by the cemetery 
declaring that ”the Jews are guilty, the dead as well as the liv-
ing. There is no difference. Imagine how many tiled stoves you 
could make and how many new huts you could build from these 
stones”.

Milda Jakulytė-Vasil says that they will make a monument of 
the gravestones that they have found in Šeduva and place it close 
to the newly restored cemetery.

In Jonava, the municipality has made Grigory Kanovich an 
honorary citizen. ”The last time I visited the town of my child-
hood,” Kanovich wrote some time ago, ”was with my eldest 
grandson. Together we read the inscriptions on the Jewish grave-
stones. Those who forget the graves of their ancestors are not 
worthy to be called people.” ≈

Påhl Ruin is a freelance journalist based 

 in Stockholm, previously living in Vilnius.

looked at himself in the mirror, combed his recalcitrant fore-

lock and at last, quite satisfied with his appearance, called 

to Elisheva, who was pottering around in the passageway 

and had been observing his preparations with bewilderment, 

since she could not imagine why he was taking off with such 

haste to Mishkine rather than going back to Uznemune, to his 

sick wife, Prane, whom he had not once spoken about in the 

previous few days. It was as if she didn’t exist.

“I’ll be back in the evening,” he assured Elisheva.“

“As for you, pay attention, keep your eyes peeled. All kinds 

of unsavoury characters are doing the rounds.”

“Alright.” Elisheva nodded.

“So that nothing happens to you I thought I’d leave you 

with something to protect yourself.”

“To protect myself?”

Cheslavas rummaged in an inner pocket of his rarely worn 

fancy jacket and, with a hand as heavy as an iron club, pulled 

out a silver cross on a chain.

“Wear it, please. Don’t take it off , no matter what. Even 

sleep with it on. I bought it at Calvary (A Catholic shrine re-

calling the Via Dolorosa, this one probably in Vilnius, Author's 

remak.) about twenty years ago for my Pranute. It’s pure 

silver. Unfortunately, it didn’t bring her good fortune. Maybe it 

will do so for you.” 

Lomsargis approached the mortified Elisheva and care-

fully put the chain, which was as slippery as a snake, around 

her neck.

“Now stand in front of the mirror and look at yourself. I 

think the cross suits you. By God, it does! Now you’re a real 

Lithuanian woman!” 

Elisheva didn’t move. It seemed as if she was stuck to 

the floor. She felt that if she tried to take a single small step 

toward the old mirror with its massive oak frame and peeling 

surface, she would leave her feet on the floor boards and be 

crippled forever.

Gently, without insisting, Lomsargis tried to convince her 

that he had only one purpose – which was to protect her 

(and himself) from harm. However, rather than comforting 

her, his argument poisoned her soul.

“When everything changes, God willing, and we no longer 

have to live with the Germans and the Russians,” he tried in 

vain to calm her, “you can go back to being who you once 

were. Maybe, you can even fulfil your dream of bidding Lithu-

ania goodbye. But meanwhile . . . Meanwhile, whether you 

want to or not, you have to forget not just about Palestine, but 

also your name and your family. Get it into your head: from to-

day on you’re no longer Elisheva Bankvecher, but a girl who 

lost all her documents on the train, Elenute Ramasauskaite 

from Darbenai, the daughter of my stepbrother Dominikas 

Ramasauskas, who was exiled to Siberia in June of last year. 

No matter who comes to the farm or who you meet in the 

fields or at the crossroads, get it into your head: you’re not a 

Jew but a young Catholic woman, Elenute Ramasauskaite.”

Read more about Devilspel at www.noirpress.co.uk/devilspel.

“IT IS KNOWN BEYOND ANY 
DOUBT THAT NOT A SINGLE 

JEW WAS KILLED BY A 
GERMAN IN ŠEDUVA.” 
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