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No. 12 

POLISH HERITAGE IN THE MULTICULTURAL 
BORDERLAND – THE CASE OF VILNIUS REGION 

1. INTRODUCTION 

In modern Lithuanian geography, there is no such geographical area as 
‘Vilnius Region’. There is no such area in Polish geographical literature either, 
especially in physical geography’s divisions. However, this idea persists in the 
awareness of many generations of Polish geographers as the specific territory 
surrounding Vilnius (Kida 2010). As M. Kowalski claimed (2008), the Vilnius 
region is an area with many characteristic features of the ethnic borderland of 
Lithuania and Belarus, as well as of the religious borderland between the 
Catholic and Orthodox denominations. All of these features make it unique and 
culturally different. 

The Vilnius region had been inhabited by the Baltic tribes and later found 
itself under the influence of Polish and Eastern Slavs. Following the Polish and 
Lithuanian unions, this region became a multicultural territory under conflicting 
Polish and Lithuanian influences in the 20th century (Leśniewska and Barwiński 
2011). 

The definition of the territorial extent of Vilnius region is very difficult. We 
may assume that the region encompasses the historical Central Lithuania, which 
became part of Poland in 1922 (Kiaupa 2002, Kowalski 2008). It should be 
noted, that this area was connected with Catholic population, which declared 
Polish nationality in 20th century (Leśniewska and Barwiński 2011). 

For the purposes of this article, the extent of Vilnius region described by  
P. Eberhardt (1997) was adopted, namely the ‘New Vilnius Region’ or the terri-
                        

 Article written as part of research sponsored by the National Science Centre grant 
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tory of present-day eastern Lithuania. Lithuanian geographers divide the area 
into 9 regions: Vilnius, Širvintos, Trakai, Šalčininkai, Varėna, Zarasai, Moletai, 
Švenčionys and Ignalina. 

2. POLISH HERITAGE IN VILNIUS 

The Vilnius region has had ties to Poland for more than 600 years and, even 
though it has not been part of the Republic of Poland for 75 years, there are still 
large groups of Poles living there. There are still many traces of the region's 
long-lasting affiliation with the Polish state, which results in considerable 
interest from Poles and Polish authorities. Many great Poles were connected 
with the region over the centuries, and the traces of their cultural, social and 
political activities can still be observed1. Renowned Poles with connections to 
the region include poets Adam Mickiewicz, Juliusz Słowacki, Józef Ignacy Kra-
sicki, Czesław Miłosz and Konstanty Ildefons Gałczyński, composer Stanisław 
Moniuszko, politicians Józef Piłsudski and Joachim Lelewel, painter Ferdynand 
Ruszyc or photographer Jan Bułhak. All of them identified as Poles but they felt 
the connection with Vilnius and considered Vilnius Region to be their homeland 
(Kudirko 2007). 

Despite centuries of Polish and Lithuanian religious unity, catholic churches 
and many other buildings and places associated with religious rituals remain the 
most important and most characteristic elements of Polish cultural and national 
heritage in the Vilnius region. 

The Archcathedral Basilica of St Stanislaus and St Vladislav is an extremely 
important religious building in Vilnius, for both Poles and Lithuanians. The 
beginnings of the cathedral date back to the second half of the 13th century, but 
the present building was built in neoclassical style in the late 19th century. The 
underground catacombs of the cathedral contain the tombs of Alexander 
Jagiellon (Polish king between 1501 and 1506), Elizabeth Habsburg (Polish 
queen between 1543 and 1545), Barbara Radziwiłł (Polish queen between 1550 
and 1551), and the heart of King Władysław IV Vasa (Kłos 1923, Remer 1990, 
Maroszek 2007). 

One of the most important places, for both Poles living in Lithuania and 
Polish tourists on sentimental journeys and pilgrimages to Lithuania, is the Gate 
                        

1 The cultural heritage of Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth in modern Poland has 
been widely discussed in such works as: A. Rykała (2013), M. Kulesza and D. Kaczyń-
ska (2013). 
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of Dawn (lit. Aušros Vartai, pol. Ostra Brama). Along with a fragment of the 
wall directly adjacent to it, it is the only remnant of the old defense fortifications 
of Vilnius (Briedis 2012, Maroszek 2007). The chapel located on the inner side 
of the city which was added to the gate in the 18th century, includes a painting of 
Our Lady of the Gate of Dawn, Queen of the Polish Crown (Kłos 1923, Remer 
1990). Masses in the chapel are held in both Lithuanian and Polish languages. 

 

 
Fig. 1. Archcathedral Basilica of St Stanislaus and St Vladislav in Vilnius 

Source: M. Barwiński 

 

Fig. 2. The Gate of Dawn in Vilnius 
Source: K. Leśniewska 
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Fig. 3 The image of Our Lady of the Gate of Dawn, Queen of the Polish Crown 

Source: M. Barwiński 

Since Soviet times, the temple in Vilnius which is a synonymous with Polish-
ness is the Church of the Holy Spirit (lit. Šventosios Dvasios bažnyčia), which 
was intended for Poles under the decision of the Soviet authorities. The church 
was built in baroque style in 1770. To this days, it is the only church in Vilnius 
where the masses are held only in Polish language. In 1993, a meeting of Pope 
John Paul II with the Lithuanian Poles took place in the Church of Holy Spirit. 
Until 2005, one of the lateral altars of the church hosted the original painting of 
‘God's Compassion’ by Eugeniusz Kazimirowski, painted on the instructions  
of Sister Faustyna Kowalska. However, following the decision of the Curia of 
Vilnius and despite the protests of many Poles, the image has been transferred to 
the Holy Trinity Church – Divine Mercy Sanctuary (Kabzińska 2009). 

One special place in Vilnius where many traces of Polishness can be found is 
certainly the Rossa Cemetery (lit. Rasu kapines), which was founded in 1769. 
The cemetery was named after the owner of the land or after the pagan festival 
of Rosa. The oldest preserved tombstones in Rossa date back to the 1820s. The 
military part of the cemetery includes Piłsudski's mausoleum, in which the 
symbolic heart of Marshal Józef Piłsudski and his mother were buried. The 
tombstone includes two quotes from Juliusz Słowacki – the Marshal's favourite 
poet. The mausoleum is surrounded by graves of Polish soldiers who died in 
1919–1920, including Żeligowski's troops, and in 1944 in Operation Gate of 
Dawn (Marczyk 2009). 

The most valuable part of the cemetery is located on the vast hills. Due to the 
shape of the surface the demarcation of parcels was impossible, so their distribu-
tion is quite random. Mostly Poles are buried in the cemetery, though Belarusian 
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and Lithuanian names can also be found. It is also worth mentioning that the 
authorities tried to make the cemetery much more Lithuanian, as evidenced by 
conspicuous new Lithuanian tombstones. Renowned Poles buried in a cemetery 
that are worth mentioning include Joachim Lelewel (historian), Antoni Wiwulski 
(architect, designer of the monument on the Hill of Three Crosses), Euzebiusz 
Słowacki (father of Juliusz Słowacki), Świętopełek Karpiński (poet) and many 
more (Małachowicz 2005). 

 

  
Fig. 4. Polish celebration in Rossa 

Cemetery in Vilnius 
Source: M. Barwiński 

Fig. 5. Rossa Cemetery in Vilnius 
Source: K. Leśniewska 

 

Over the years, many prominent Poles have been connected to Vilnius region 
by being educated in the city, working or looking for inspiration for their work. 
The most famous Pole related to Vilnius is the national bard Adam Mickiewicz. 
Houses where he lived have signs in Polish and Lithuanian language commem-
orating this fact (including Literatu 5, Pilies 11, Bernardinu 11 and Didžioji 22).  

 

  
Fig. 6. Memorial plaque on Adam 

Mickiewicz's house's facade  
in Vilnius at Didžioji 22 
Source: M. Barwiński 

Fig. 7. Adam Mickiewicz monument  
in Vilnius 

Source: M. Barwiński 
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In 1823, during a stay in the apartment in Literary Alley (Literatų 5), Mickie-
wicz was arrested and imprisoned at the Basilian Monastery at Aušros Vartų 7. 
Both events are commemorated by plaques above the entrances to the buildings 
(Kudirko 2007). 

The house in the Bernardine alley (Bernardinų 11) is now a museum of 
Adam Mickiewicz (lit. Adomo Mickevičiaus muziejus) founded in 1911. Since 
1955, the museum has been run by the Vilnius University Library. The most 
valuable collections include the armchair, table and chair of the poet, as well as 
the register of students at the Vilnius University. The old apartment of the poet 
now hosts a permanent exhibition entitled ‘Adam and Lithuania’, and evenings 
of poetry are held in the Gothic Literary Hall (Šalina and Piotrowicz 2012). 

Among the traces of Adam Mickiewicz in Vilnius, his monument designed 
by Giedyminas Jokubonis and built in 1984 by the Church of St. Anne, is es-
pecially important. The poet is presented in pilgrim's coat and his face is turned 
toward the streets of Vilnius' Old Town. Mickiewicz leans against a broken 
column, which symbolises his banishment from Vilnius (Kudirko 2007). 

 

  
Fig. 8. Reconstructed Konrad's cell  

in Basilian Monastery 
Source: M. Barwiński 

 

Fig. 9. Memorial plaque  
on the facade of Juliusz Słowacki's 

house in Vilnius 
Source: K. Leśniewska 

Many Polish poets located the plots of their literary works in Lithuania. The 
greatest Polish poet Adam Mickiewicz started his epic Sir Thaddeus with 
Lithuania, my fatherland!. His other work, Dziady, took place in the Church of 
the Holy Trinity and the Basilian Monastery (lit. Vilniaus Švč. Trejybės Graikų 
apeigų katalikų bažnyčia) in Vilnius. That is why Konrad's cell, the room of one 
of the main character of Dziady, has been reconstructed. 

Juliusz Slowacki is another romantic poet connected with Vilnius. The apart-
ment where his family lived is located at Pilies 22. Słowacki graduated high 
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school in Vilnius, then studied at the Faculty of Moral and Political Science at 
Vilnius University. Painter Ferdynand Ruszczyc, lived in the same apartment  
a few decades later. The plaque commemorating this fact is located on the inside 
wall of the house (Wisner 1988, Kudirko 2007). 

Another writer connected to Vilnius, Józef Ignacy Kraszewski, came to the 
city in 1829 to begin his studies at the Faculty of Literature at the University of 
Vilnius. He lived at Pilies 24. The memory of the writer in Vilnius is still alive. 
One of the streets bears his name and he is also the patron of the school, which 
includes a memorial chamber of the writer (Kudirko 2007). 

 

  
Fig. 10. Stanisław Moniuszko monument 

at St Catherine church in Vilnius 
Source: K. Leśniewska 

Fig. 11. Memorial tablet at facade of Józef 
Ignacy Kraszewski house in Vilnius 

Source: K. Leśniewska 
 

Eminent Polish composer Stanisław Moniuszko lived in Vilnius for 18 years. 
Moniuszko was an organist at the church of St Johns, a conductor at the Theatre 
of Vilnius and a private music tutor. Halka premiered in the city in 1854 (Narko-
wicz 2014). The facade of the house at Vokiečių 26 now includes a plaque in 
Polish and Lithuanian commemorating the fact that the composer lived there. 

The most important contemporary Polish cultural organisation in Lithuania is 
the House of Polish Culture (pol. Dom Kultury Polskiej – DKP) which was 
created in 2001 on the initiative of the Union of Poles in Lithuania and the 
‘Polish Community’ association (pol. Wspólnota Polska). The institution mainly 
organises concerts, theatre performances, competitions, exhibitions of contem-
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porary art, screenings of Polish movies, etc. DKP cooperates with many Polish 
organisations in Vilnius, giving them access to the offices (currently over 30). 
Income from tickets for cultural events at the DKP do not cover the main-
tenance, so the organisation's primary income comes from the restaurant and 
hotel ‘Pan Tadeusz’ (Leśniewska 2009, 2014). 

 

 
Fig. 12. The head office of the House of Polish Culture in Vilnius 

Source: K. Leśniewska 

  
Fig. 13. Academic Church  

of St Johns in Vilnius 
Source: K. Leśniewska 

Fig. 14. The bust of Adam Mickiewicz 
commemorating the 100th  
anniversary of his birth 
Source: K. Leśniewska 
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Vilnius University, founded in 1579 by the Polish king Stefan Batory, has for 
centuries remained a very important place for Poles in Vilnius. This is one of the 
oldest universities in Eastern and Northern Europe, and now the largest 
university in Lithuania. For a long time, the university was the only higher 
education institution in the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, established to promote 
Polish culture in the lands of the north-eastern Commonwealth. The teaching 
staff have included Piotr Skarga and Jakub Wujek – former rectors of the aca-
demy. Up until the November Uprising (1830–1831), the university experienced 
a brief period of glory as the scientifically strongest Polish university. In this pe-
riod, two famous Polish romantic poets Adam Mickiewicz and Juliusz Słowacki 
studied there. The university still gives the opportunity to learn in Polish by 
including Polish philology (Leśniewska 2014). 

Nowadays, the Polish heritage in Vilnius is mainly cared for by the Poles living 
in the city. According to the results of the last census in 2011, they comprised 
approx. 16.5% of the total population of Vilnius (more than 88 thousand)2. 

3. OTHER EXAMPLES OF POLISH HERITAGE  
IN VILNIUS REGION 

The most ‘Polish’ region in Lithuania is arguably the Šalčininkai region. 
According to the results of the 2011 census, about 78% of the population was 
Polish. There are 19 educational institutions with Polish language of instruction 
in the area. Since 1998, the center of Šalčininkai includes a monument of Adam 
Mickiewicz built to commemorate the 200th birth anniversary of the poet. In 
1821, at the cemetery in Šalčininkai, the poet had watched pagan rites called 
Dziady, which he later described in his drama (Kołosowska and Palewicz 2006). 

One of the most prominent symbols of Polish culture in the Vilnius region is 
the village of Zułów (lit. Zalavas) – the birthplace of Marshal Józef Piłsudski. 
The first mention of Zułów dates back to the second half of the 17th century. In 
1856, the estate of Zułów was inherited by Maria Bilewiczówna, and then 
became her dowry in marriage with Józef Wincent Piłsudski. In December 1867, 
the future Polish head of state was born in the manor house belonging to 
Piłsudski family. In its glory days, the manor house was surrounded by a brick 
fence. On both sides of the gate were rural buildings, including workshop, 
stables, coach houses, a distillery and a granary. A larchwood manor house with 

                        
2 http://statistics.bookdesign.lt/table_046.htm?lang=en (22.08.2014). 
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Fig. 15. Adam Mickiewicz  
monument in Šalčininkai 
Source: K. Leśniewska 

 

stone foundations and covered with a shingle roof consisted of 12 rooms. In 
1875, the house was completely burnt down and the Piłsudski family was forced 
to move to Vilnius. At the end of the 19th century, the estate was taken over by 
the Russians (Paczkowska 2008). 

In the interwar period, attempts to re-
build the manor house were made, but none 
of them was effected. In 1937, a decision to 
create a Memorial Reserve in Zułów was 
made. An oak was planted at the location of 
the former room of Marshal Józef Piłsudski 
and a symbolic was created around it. Until 
the Second World War, Zułów was the site 
of many tours and hikes. During the war and 
throughout the Soviet era in Lithuania, the 
area of the old mansion was completely de-
stroyed and the only element that survived 
was the symbolic oak. A state farm was 
created in Zułów, which led to even greater 
devastation of the area. In 1993, on the 
initiative of the Polish embassy in Vilnius, 
the area of the old mansion was cleaned 
(Paczkowska 2008). 

 
 

 
Fig. 16. The project of memorial site in Zalavas in Švenčionys region 

Source: http://www.dworekmarszalka.pl/upload/Zulowkoncepcja_50x70-4c.pdf (24.12.2013) 
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In recent years, the Union of Poles in Lithuania (ZPL) in cooperation with the 
Association of Polish Community have started works on the reconstruction of 
the mansion. After the reconstruction, it should become a ‘sanctuary of Poles in 
the Vilnius region’. An area of 4 hectares where the manor house was located 
was bought by ZPL, who now continues to gather funds for the project. In 2013, 
the destroyed buildings were demolished, the area was cleaned and oaks were 
planted in the Avenue of National Remembrance (Leśniewska 2014). 

 

 
Fig. 17. Tyszkiewicz Palace in Užutrakis 

Source: K. Leśniewska 

Polish authorities also act to protect Polish heritage in Lithuania. One of the 
best examples of such initiatives is the research project in cooperation with the 
Lithuanians on the conservation of Tyszkiewicz family palace and park in Zatro-
cze (lit. Užutrakis). Since 2009, the ongoing restoration works have been carried 
out jointly with specialists of the Wilanów Palace Museum (Janiszewska-Jaku-
biak 2010). The revitalisation of the palace and park are financed from EU 
structural funds, the budget of the Lithuanian Ministry of Culture and Ministry 
of Culture and National Heritage of Poland. 

4. CONCLUSION 

Many Poles have perceived the old borderlands (Kresy) of the First and 
Second Polish Republics as an obligatory trip which everyone should take at 
least once in their lifetime, mostly for family and sentimental, but also patriotic 
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or religious reasons. Every year, many Polish tourists visit the former eastern 
Polish territories, mainly Lviv and Vilnius, perceiving these two cities as much 
more Polish than Ukrainian or Lithuanian. The Vilnius region is identified with 
the region formed by the merging of many cultures. Polish culture still remains 
one of the most visible one, and the material traces can be observed not only in 
Vilnius but also in the whole region. For centuries, the region was dominated by 
the Polish people, language and culture. For 25 years since the independence of 
the Republic of Lithuania, the process of Lithuanisation has been progressing in 
Vilnius and the region. Many material traces of Polish culture, often devastated 
during the Soviet Union era, now regain its former glory. The massive inflow of 
Polish tourists increased especially after the accession of both countries into the 
EU. This gives hope for the survival of the memorabilia of joint Polish- 
-Lithuanian history and the return to mutual knowledge and understanding be-
tween the two nations. 
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