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CORNWALL - A Documentary by Cornwall artist Mira Jedwabnik Van Doren, bringing to life the Jewish 
city of Vilna, Poland, which was destroyed during World War II, will be broadcast on Connecticut Public 
Television this week.

The story is both personal and historical for Van Doren, who grew up in Vilna before the war. “The World 
Was Ours” is about both the city’s culture in its historical significance and the tragic loss of its people.

Her burden in making the film, Van Doren said, was to commemorate the city of Vilna and it’s people, and 
to give both the chance to live again.

“I hope that (viewers) will realize that there was this community of people with hopes, with goals and 
aspirations, and that they wanted so much to be and they are gone forever.” she said.

Van Doren hopes she has helped them live again to be in her 58-minute documentary.

“Vilna is gone forever, but at least for a moment I brought it to life and maybe you’ll fall in love with them 
and cherish them as much as I believe in them,” Van Doren said.

“The city was unique,” Van Doren said, “for its place in Jewish culture as a center of the Russian Jewish 
Enlightenment, as the mother of a  key branch of Zionism and of the Jewish Labor Bund, the most 
significant Jewish Socialist organization of the 20th century. The city was a training ground for the world’s 
rabbis, a place where Jewish literature was hoarded and artists, writers, doctors and political activists 
flourished.”

Throughout history, followers of Judaism have struggled to be modern, intellectual, artistic and at the 
same time maintain their identity as Jews, Van Doren said. According to “The World Was Ours” Vilna was 
such a place before it was decimated. Within Vilna, known as Wilno to the Poles, and now as Vilnius, the 
capital of Lithuania, was a mixing of cultures-- Russian, German, Polish and Jewish. In Vilna, Van Doren 
said, cultures mixed and were allowed to remain autonomous. There, an independent Jewish culture was 
able to grow and thrive, with Judaism not folding its people into an ancient past, but acting as the 
mechanism through which they moved toward a vibrant, intellectual future, Van Doren said.

The Vilne bore Mira Jedwabnik Van Doren.

As a child, Van Doren said, her family was part of the fabric of the city-- her father a doctor and her 
mother an artist. In September 1939, Van Doren and her parents left Poland and set sail for the United 
States, to see the World’s Fair. Her family never returned to Vilna and the city that she left now exists only 
in memory, she said.

“War broke out when we were on the high seas,” Van Doren remembered. “In the early morning, I looked 
out of the porthole window and saw a ship, an English war ship.”

The ship, Van Doren said, was escorting them safely to the United States.

“I had no sense of war, but the Jews who were on the ship realized it was very, very serious, that 
Germany had declared war on Poland.”



The seriousness, according to the film, was not known to even the Jews in Vilna, until their deaths. Van 
Doren’s film explores the reality that the Jewish residents of Vilna were unknowingly marked for 
extermination by the Germans. Still, during the time of humiliation and dehumanization, Jewish residents 
of Vilna formed choirs, held concerts, performed in plays and continued to teach their children until the 
eventual death of nearly 80,000 people.

In putting the film together, Van Doren searched all over the world for footage.

“Russia, Poland, Israel, Germany, private home movies in the U.S., France,” she said.

In the end, Van Doren had over 2,000 photographs of the faces of Vilna-- children, families, merchants, 
artists, in the streets, and in the midst of their lives. Many of them are personal. One Photographs shows 
several little girls posing in the summer. One girl is Van Doren, another she points out, lived through the 
occupation. “All the others died,” she said.

“This little girl (Van Doren) left at the age of 10 and she had the nerve to recreate a city, a community on 
her memory,” the filmmaker said.

Bringing people to see Vilna as it really was drove Van Doren, in part to make a documentary.

The images Americans hold of Eastern European Jews is largely skewed, Van Doren said, by movies and 
historians.

Van Doren herself had to relinquish her preconceptions to discover Vilna for what it really was.

“I didn’t know my subject,” she said. “I had to admit that my original idea was minor.” Van Doren worked 
on the film for 10 years, on and off, and finished it a year and a half ago.

Since then it has won praise and numerous awards.

“The World Was Ours” was shown first in New York and has played many Jewish Film Festivals.

Van Doren said she believes the task of bringing the people of Vilna to life was ordained for her, and that 
she was enormously helped along the way.

Many things, she said “dropped out of the sky”, including actor Mandy Patinkin, who agreed to narrate the 
film, and her editor, who Van Doren said, came to her through a series of impossible coincidences.

The 10-year labor has finally culminated in the airing of her film around the country.

“This, [what’s] happening in the past few months, is the culmination of my dream,” Van Doren said.

Connecticut Public Television (CPTV) was one of those stations interested in showing the film. The 58-
minute documentary will be shown Wednesday, April 9 at 8 p.m. and Friday, April 11 at 11 p.m.

“I have done a good thing,” she said. “If I hadn’t done the film, think about it, 30 years from now no one 
would remember this community that was there for 400 years. They would see dry ideas told by 
historians, but they wouldn’t see the people.”

Van Doren is working on two new projects. The first is an audio-recording to be titled “The Last Voices of 
Vilna”, composed of the many interviews with surviving Jews of Vilna. To learn more about Mira 
Jedwabnik Van Doren or “The World Was Ours,” visit www.thevilnaproject.org.
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