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The work of restoring Lithuania’s independence began not in 1918 [when
Lithuania declared itself a state], but rather at the time of the book carriers.
With bundles of books on their backs, these warriors were the first to start
preparing the ground for Independence, the first to propagate the idea that
it was imperative to throw off the yoke of Russian oppression.1
–Father Julijonas Kasperavičius

I

N 1864, THE RUSSIAN EMPIRE placed a ban on all forms of the
written Lithuanian language in order to subdue the people of Lithuania
and to shape the country’s culture into the Russian norm. The ban made
a variety of Lithuanian books, as well as many other forms of Lithuanian
communication, illegal. Over the next 40 years, Lithuanians resisted this
Russian oppression in many ways, including finding loopholes in the
law, starting secret schools, and smuggling books across the country’s
border. In time, the resistance would not only save the Lithuanian
culture, but would set the foundation for independence by saving the
Lithuanian language, separating Lithuania from foreign powers, and,
most importantly, reforming the country’s identity.
Lithuania became a Russian province in 1795. In the decades following,
there were two main rebellions against the new government: one in 1831
and another in 1863. Ultimately, both uprisings failed. To punish the
people for their defiance and insubordination, and to help prevent further
rebellions, Russia placed a ban on everything published in the Lithuanian
language.2 By going after the books and language of the Lithuanian
people, Russia threatened Lithuanian identity, since these forms of
communication were fundamental aspects of their culture.3
Scholars’ opinions and perspectives differ in regard to what exactly the
Russians were trying to accomplish through the book ban. Some say that
Russia wanted to diminish Lithuanian culture and replace it with their
own.4 Having conquered Lithuania, Russia now moved to assimilate it.
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In the eyes of these historians, the book ban was a way to promote the
Russification of the country and overwhelm Lithuania until it became a
part of Russia. Along those lines, the Tsar commanded the governor of
Lithuania to “make me a Lithuania with nothing Lithuanian.”5
In contrast, other scholars have a slightly different theory. Their
perspective is that the Russification of Lithuania had not directly been
an attempt to replace the culture, but rather it was a way to eradicate the
Polish and Catholic influences in Lithuania, since Poland was seen as a
larger threat. These influences were assimilated into Lithuanian culture
during the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth that ended in 1795, less
than a century prior. At the time, Russia viewed Lithuania as a country
that was too small to survive on its own. It was commonly assumed that
Lithuanians would eventually be forced to side with either the “Russian
State Principle” or Polonism, and as a result, many believed they had the
potential to become either entirely Russian or entirely Polish.6 Naturally,
Russians wanted Lithuania to be a part of their empire.
The argument that Poland was the main target is supported by the fact
that Russia planned to replace Catholicism with Russian Orthodoxy.7
In addition to this, Russia ordered “not to allow the printing of a single
Lithuanian textbook in Polish letters,”8 as Lithuania shared the Latin
alphabet with Poland. Some viewed this statement as proof that the
Russian government was not attempting to destroy the Lithuanian
language itself, but rather the Polish influences present in their written
language. To this end, anything written in Lithuanian, including textbooks,
recipes, newspapers, and books, was outlawed overnight.
To the Lithuanians, the book ban was not just a law enacted by Russia to
implement Russian traditions and values and diminish Polish and Catholic
influences, rather, they looked upon the ban as a personal blow to their
national pride.9 The Lithuanian language is one of the oldest surviving
languages in the world and is a primary symbol of the Lithuanian culture.10
Language “for most of us is more than just a means of communication.
It is often a part of ethnic heritage and identity and is intertwined with
culture, [and] literature.”11 In banning the Lithuanian language, Russia
was attempting to suffocate Lithuanian communication and striving to
make the people forget who they were. Birute Putrius, whose grandfather
was active in the Lithuanian resistance, summarized: “first the language
dies, then the culture.”12
Book Smuggling
While Lithuanians did not declare war against the Russians to defend
their culture, they did develop a nonviolent rebellion consisting mostly of
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small acts of resistance. The most impactful form of rebellion was their
book smuggling movement. The first to smuggle books were the Catholic
priests. For them, smuggling was not only a way to oppose and retaliate
against Russia for outlawing religious works, but it also defended their
right to worship. The next to take up the movement were the common
people. By the end of the ban, the common people would account for
an astounding 86% of the overall smugglers.13 It was truly a collective,
national effort. The vast majority of the books were smuggled into
Lithuania by knygnešiai, which means “book carriers.” Other smugglers
then distributed the books within the country.
Jurgis Bielinis was known as the king of the book carriers for having
developed an organized book smuggling network. This network operated
for 31 of the 40 years of the book ban and is thought to be responsible for
bringing in almost half of the books that were smuggled into the country.14
Historians approximate that millions of printed works were smuggled into
Lithuania.15 It was quite an impressive feat for such a small country. Over
the course of the ban, it is estimated that Russia confiscated about 8-10%
of all Lithuanian books. The vast majority of those books were burned.16
Although numerous books were successfully smuggled into Lithuania,
the knygnešiai’s endeavors were not without consequences. The border
was protected by three layers of security, including soldiers on horseback.
Those smugglers who were discovered in attempts at border crossings
were frequently either beaten, killed on the spot, or sent to prisons in
Siberia.17 The Governor-General Mikhail Muravyov was labeled the
Hangman, and for good reason, as he repeatedly punished the Lithuanian
insurgents by sentencing them to death.18 Perhaps the reason for such
harsh punishments was because some of the books that were smuggled
into the country contained hidden messages and anti-Russia propaganda.
A notable example of this is the poem The Forest of Anykščiai. This poem
tells the tale of a beautiful forest that is destroyed, but slowly comes back to
life. The forest refers to the country of Lithuania, “the heart of Lithuanians
in one homeland,”19 as being cut down and hurt by the Russians. The
poem uses the forest growing back as a metaphor for Lithuania becoming
free. It was a cry for revolution hidden in plain sight.20 The lengths that
the Lithuanians went to in order to defend their language and culture
demonstrates how important their ability to communicate was to them.
In an effort to avoid the dangers of book smuggling, various Lithuanians
took it upon themselves to find loopholes in the law. These loopholes
included writing on cloth as a substitute for paper, printing on wet clay,21
and faking older printing dates on newly published material.22 Not all
Lithuanian printing, however, was successfully terminated by the ban.
Illegal newspapers written in Lithuanian emerged. These newspapers
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and other printed works were often published outside of the country, then
were smuggled across the border by the knygnešiai. Ausra, meaning The
Dawn,23 and Varpas, meaning The Bell, were both coveted Lithuanian
papers. Varpas was written by a secret group of students and edited by
the physician Vincas Kudirka. Kudirka would later go on to write the
poem that would become the current Lithuanian national anthem.
Clandestine Education
While book smuggling was arguably the most influential act of
rebellion, there were many other acts of notable resistance. In order
to read smuggled works, many Lithuanians founded secret schools.
These illegal schools, present in almost every town, were taught by
literate, but often untrained, members of the community. The people
refused to let their words be silenced. The Russian governor claimed
that “clandestine schooling is the strongest factor of resistance to state
[Russian] education.”24 The Lithuanians wore this as a badge of honor.
In time, these schools would secure a Lithuanian identity for the future.25
Russians, on the other hand, intended to let their education system
transform young Lithuanian pupils into new Russian subjects, while
simultaneously replacing the Polish-Lithuanian alphabet with Russian
Cyrillic.26 The Russian politician Mikhail Muravyov was known to have
boasted, “What the Russian bayonet didn’t accomplish, the Russian school
will.”27 They aimed to implement Russification gradually and began
translating Lithuanian books into Russian Cyrillic. To their great dismay,
the books were not accepted by the people. Furthermore, Lithuanians
were outraged that they were expected to pay for translations of the very
books that Russia banned. Consequently, the Lithuanians refused the
translated works,28 even when the government distributed them for free.29
Overall, an estimated 4,000 Lithuanian titles were printed illegally over
the course of the ban. Conversely, Russia printed merely 60 Lithuanian
titles in the Russian Cyrillic alphabet.30
Resistance and Results
By the 1880s, the resistance was in full swing. In fact, the 1880s are
often referred to as the Lithuanian National Awakening.31 Lithuanian
printing had increased,32 and the Lithuanian culture was thriving regardless
of Russian influences. As Kudirka observed, “The purpose of the [book]
ban was to bring the Lithuanian peasantry into closer relations with Russia
and Russian culture. In fact, by arousing their specifically Lithuanian
national feelings and inspiring [Lithuanians] to effective resistance against
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Russification, [the book ban] managed to achieve the exact opposite
result.”33 The outcome of the book ban directly contradicted the purpose
for which it had been created. The more strict the rules became, the more
the people spoke out against Russian control.
This contradiction took place not only in Lithuania, but in other countries
as well, which included Poland, Ukraine, and Belarus. While the book
smuggling movement was unique to the Lithuanians, the incentives for their
revolution were not.34 Many other countries shared similar conditions.35
Russians viewed Poland and the Catholic church as their main targets,
and because of this, the Polish language was banned in the entire Russian
empire. Even with these severe restrictions, Poland, like Lithuania, was
eventually recognized as an individual country in 1918, while Ukraine and
Belarus were not as successful in separating themselves from Russia.36
Conclusion
Before the book ban was enacted, the Lithuanian people had been
isolated, confined to small towns and farms.37 When Russia placed
this restriction on their communication, they were able to unify under a
common name with a common adversary and a common purpose. They
were Lithuanians who were trying to get their language and identity back.
Despite Russian rule, Lithuanians fought back to restore their comm
unication and culture with an effective revolution. This revolution can be
viewed as a turning point in Lithuanian history. They were a unified nation
fighting to defend their language, culture, and identity.38 Lithuanians were
determined to win.
As Russia’s grip on the Lithuanian people began to falter, confidence
in the book ban faded.39 The small country of Lithuania was taking on
the great Russian Empire. The Lithuanian people were able to unite in
their struggle against Russian oppression. In 1898, Russian government
officials reported that the book ban had adverse and unforeseen results, and
recommended that the book ban be rescinded.40 Six years later, amid the
Russo-Japanese war, Russia officially surrendered to the Lithuanians’ will,
formally lifting the ban on April 24, 1904.41 The main error that Russia
made was to think of the Lithuanian people as pawns to be “manipulated
in Russia’s interests, not as people with [their] own national interests,”42
and this eventually led to Russia losing Lithuania as a province.
While Lithuania won a very symbolic battle in their cultural war, it
would take time for the new nation to emerge. In 1905, after conflicts
with Russian troops, the Lithuanian Assembly, Seimas, called for
autonomy. While autonomy was denied, the people still persisted. Nearly
a decade later, during World War I, German troops attacked Russian
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soldiers stationed in Lithuania. In the process, Germany captured the
country’s capital, Vilnius. Now the Lithuanian people had to fight against
two foreign powers, as both Germany and Russia struggled to claim
the country. Before either was able to conquer Lithuania, the people
declared themselves to be independent. In 1918, both foreign powers
acknowledged the new nation. Lithuania now stood on its own, no longer
a part of Poland, Germany, or Russia.43 The Lithuanians fought their wars,
and they won. This was an incredible feat for the nation, as they had
been attached to foreign powers for hundreds of years. There were more
battles yet to come, and in the future the country was forced to endure
multiple invasions from the Soviet Union and Nazi Germany.44 During
these occupations the country suffered immeasurable losses, yet they held
onto their spirit. In 1990, the people once again declared themselves to
be an independent state. Within a year of the declaration, the country of
Lithuania was internationally recognized.45 The people were finally free.
Today, Lithuania is a proudly independent nation. In their constitution,
the preamble contains a unique tribute to the Lithuanian people for having
survived and maintained the nation’s identity. It states, “[The people
of Lithuania] having for centuries defended [Lithuania’s] freedom and
independence and for having preserved its spirit, native language, writing,
[and] customs…by the will of the citizens of the reborn State of Lithuania,
[do] approve and declare this Constitution.”46 The country was truly
reborn, with Lithuanians having achieved all that their predecessors, and
the book smugglers, could ever have hoped for. The nation is independent
and continues to keep the Lithuanian culture alive. It overcame extreme
cultural oppression, something very few countries have ever achieved.
The people can read their books, get their education, and communicate
freely in Lithuanian.
Above all, the book ban was a pivotal moment in Lithuanian history.
It caused the nation to unite and stand together in a rebellion against
a significant threat to their culture, communication, and language. In
the process of defending their language, culture, and national identity,
the country experienced a revolution that would, in time, provide the
foundation for national autonomy. Lithuania would never have been able
to become independent without the book ban that united the people in an
effort to protect their nation.
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Appendix
Process Paper
My topic is the Lithuanian book ban of 1864-1904. This book ban had a large
impact on Lithuanian culture and national identity, making it a turning point in
Lithuanian history. I first learned of the book ban when I read Words on Fire by
Jennifer A. Nielsen, and I came across that book again when we were exploring
different topic ideas for NHD. The more I looked into the Lithuanian book ban,
the more fascinated I became with it. It was the perfect topic because some
of the main themes and concepts related directly to this year’s NHD theme,
“Communication: The Key to Understanding.” The book ban was placed on all
forms of the printed Lithuanian language. Language is an extremely influential
part of our lives and our communications. It also plays a vital role in our culture,
as well as our understanding of the world around us. Furthermore, the ban directly
affected publications such as newspapers and books. These printed works were,
and are, widely used to communicate news, ideas, and information.
As I began to conduct more research, I recognized several problems. The book
ban is not commonly known, and there were limited secondary sources that I
was able to access. In addition, nearly all of the primary documents that I found
were written in Lithuanian. I knew from the start that I would be forced to rely
on the little snippets of translations that historians had deemed important enough
to transcribe. In the end, I decided that it would be more than worth it to face the
hurdles that came with researching the book ban. That being said, conducting
research was by far the most difficult part of my project.
As I began to formulate my paper, I realized just how much I did not know.
I started looking into related topics such as Lithuanian history, the impact of
language, and how the book ban shaped the country. I also performed a telephone
interview with Birute Putrius, whose grandfather participated in the book
smuggling movement. After I received feedback from the NHD judges, I decided
to conduct even more research on Russification and how it affected other countries.
This new information enriched my understanding of the topic, particularly the
different conclusions that historians have come to regarding Russian intentions,
as well as the layers of Lithuanian resistance.
After meeting with an NHD judge to go over the second round of feedback,
I was encouraged to expand upon the idea that other cultures and languages
were unable to withstand similar restrictions and suppressions on their culture
and communication. In my revised paper, I concluded that the book ban was
a transformational time for Lithuania. It was an important moment in history
because it united the Lithuanian people, separated the country from foreign powers,
reformed the national identity, and protected the Lithuanian language. As a result
of their legendary resistance against the cultural and linguistic oppression, the
Lithuanian spirit and culture have survived the tests of time.

