
Pilėnai and Margiris: 
history and legend 

S U M M A R Y 

The subject o f this b o o k is famil iar to a lmost every L i thuan ian in contrast 

to a lmost every foreigner w h o may find h imsel f /herse l f at a loss t rying to 

grasp from the title wha t this b o o k is all about . The si tuation is, however , 

far from hopeless and it is necessary to call for on ly one clue to improve it 

considerably. The s tory o f Pi lėnai may be ep i tomized as that o f L i thua­

nian Masada . The popula r and so far the mos t wide ly bel ieved vers ion o f 

wha t happened in the castle o f Pilėnai and wi th its defenders and their 

leader D u k e Marg i r i s in February 1336 p rompts one to accept it as one o f 

the mos t heroic examples o f L i thuan ian bravery. A c c o r d i n g to that ver­

sion, the defenders o f the castle offered a p ro longed and b loody resistance 

and on ly w h e n it was no longer possible to ho ld ou t against the over­

w h e l m i n g forces o f the Teutonic O r d e r and its supporters , they set the 

castle and all their p roper ty on fire and then c o m m i t t e d mass suicide in 

order to escape slavery. The mora l o f the s tory is meant to convey the mes­

sage about h o w heroic Li thuanians o f o ld days were in defending their 

mother land and f reedom. Fo l lowing critical investigation into relevant 

sources and after having come to grips wi th the received w i s d o m o f L i thua­

nian historiography, it became clear that such an image is h ighly spurious 

and steeped in romant ic imaginat ion, wh ich even n o w is one o f the mos t 

endur ing traits o f modern Li thuanians . 

A s early as 1936 there were at tempts at critical engagement wi th this 

story, notably by the L i thuan ian historian named Ado l fa s Šapoka , but 
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they p roved to have been on ly the first a t tempts that failed to reveal the 

true character o f the s tory by removing the subsequent layers o f h is tor io-

graphical and l i terary works w h i c h came to be heaped upon it from the 

fifteenth century onwards . The critical approach cou ld not be further de­

ve loped in Sovie t L i thuan ia since this s to ty was explo i ted in perpetuat ing 

the image o f b lood-s ta ined Teu ton ic K n i g h t s (a Western foe par excel­
lence, as it were) w h o used to be set in sharp contrast to medieva l L i thua­

nians w h o excelled in defence against the aggression o f Western feudal 

lords, an aggression (Drang nach Osten) w h i c h was equal ly dangerous to 

L i thuan ians and their comrades- in-arms, the Slavs. The first real steps 

a imed at critical evaluat ion o f the s tory were taken on ly in recent times. 

Ear l ier h is tor iography was s t rongly indebted to the v i e w o f nineteenth 

centu ty Prussian historians such as M a x T o p p e n and T h e o d o r Hi r sch , 

w h o s e op in ion about the rel iabil i ty o f the main source o f our k n o w l ­

edge - the fifteenth century Lat in version o f the chronic le o f W i g a n d o f 

M a r b u r g - was rather skeptical, i f no t hypercri t ical . Such a v i ew was con­

ducive to g iv ing m u c h credi t to that account o f Pi lėnai defence w h i c h was 

made available in the pages o f s ixteenth century Prussian historian C a s p a r 

Schü tz ( t i 5 9 4 ) . The latter scholar was the last to have used the chronic le 

o f W i g a n d in its or iginal G e r m a n version, w h i c h is no longer extant. It 

must be stressed that not so long ago the La t in version o f the said chroni­

cle received a rehabil i tat ion from the Polish historian S ł a w o m i r Z o n c n -

berg ( 1994) . The research o f this scholar has shown that this vers ion, de­

spite obvious flaws, contains a lmost the entite text o f the or iginal chronicle , 

no t on ly par t o f it, as was earlier general ly assumed. Desp i te his keen ob ­

servations, in this part icular case o f Pilėnai, S. Z o n c n b c r g seems to have 

adhered to the tradit ional v i ew w h i c h favours the text o f C . Schü tz at the 

expense o f the extant Lat in text o f W i g a n d o f Marburg . In our turn, we 

must emphas ize that the extant La t in text o f the chronic le o f W i g a n d o f 
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M a r b u r g represents the latest (and most exhaustive) p r imary source, whi le 

all later ones are to be regarded as secondary. 

C l o s e reading into the s tory as it is represented in the Lat in text o f 

W i g a n d has revealed a totally different picture from that w h i c h was p r o ­

duced by later authors. It turned ou t that the defenders o f the castle be­

came panic-str icken on sight ing the approaching enemy troops and even 

before the very siege began they fell into despai t and lost confidence in 

their be ing able to defend the castle. Then b loody chaos broke out w i th 

mutual k i l l ing and destruct ion o f property. S o m e o f the moun ted warr i ­

ors rode out f rom the castle and sought to make their w a y through the 

ranks o f attacking crusaders, wh ich was not succesful at all. Thus the suburb 

o f the castle had been taken as i f en route before the siege o f the p roper 

castle began . La ter on the crusaders ' handl ing o f siege weapons caused 

D u k e M a r g i n s to lose hear t wi th the result that h e was m o v e d to kil l his 

wife and his watr iors - the latter voluntar i ly accepted death at the hands 

o f their lord. The further fate o f Marg i r i s h imse l f is u n k n o w n (his pictures­

que suicide has turned out to be the l i terary invent ion o f a much later 

date) . O n e o f the most striking features in this s tory is a lmost a total lack o f 

active resistance on the par t o f L i thuanians . A n essential remaking o f this 

scene was carried out by the Pol ish chronicler J a n D ł u g o s z ( 1 4 1 5 - 1 4 8 0 ) . 

H e invented the first signs o f active L i thuan ian resistance and brought 

them to the fore o f all the story. W e managed to establish that some o f the 

mos t spectacular details (e. g. the ki l l ing o f their chi ldren and wives by 

Li thuan ians ) were bo r rowed , mos t probably, from historians o f classical 

antiquity. In this respect the sieges o f the towns o f A s t a p a ( 206 B C ) and 

o f A b y d o s ( 200 B C ) as described by L i v y seem to have been the most 

readily available examples for J a n D ł u g o s z . Such a way o f cmbel i s lung the 

s tory wi th fictitious material was further carried on by sixteenth century 

humanis t ical ly educated historians (e. g. Macie j S t ry jkowsk i ) . They were 
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quite at ease to find m a n y more examples to illustrate their accounts o f 

Pilėnai. In this respect C . Schü tz also deserves special at tention, because 

he succeeded bri l l iantly in p roduc ing a full-fledged s tory o f the defence o f 

Pi lėnai . In this respect his success was so great that his s tory was bel ieved 

to be the mos t reliable one for many centuries. 

W e obse rve the dec l ine in the use o f the P i lėna i s to ry in the course 

o f the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The pos i t ion o f L i thuan ian 

his tor ian Alber tas Vi jūkas-Koja lav ič ius S J (11669) seems to be typical o f 

this pe r iod o f t ime. H e k n e w o f Pilėnai and the suicidal acts c o m m i t t e d 

there, but d id no t admire them because o f his appl icat ion o f the R o m a n 

C a t h o l i c at t i tude towards suicide. The s tory o f Pilėnai was b o u n d to re­

vive wi th the incept ion o f En l igh t enmen t and R o m a n t i c i s m . Prussian his­

torians such as A u g u s t L . Schlözer , L u d w i g von Baczko , A u g u s t v o n K o ­

tzebue and especially J o h a n n e s Voig t were instrumental in mak ing the 

Pilėnai defence a striking example o f pagan bravery and o f their fight for 

f reedom. These ideas appealed to romant ic historians active in L i thuan ia 

in the first ha l f o f the nineteenth century. A m o n g them T e o d o r Na rbu t t 

cont r ibuted mos t to mak ing the reading audience o f L i thuan ia famil iar 

w i th that story, w h i c h came also to encapsulate the idea o f suicide on oth­

ers' behalf, so characteristic o f Polish Roman t i c i sm . H o w e v e r it took some 

t ime for this s tory to b e c o m e popu la r a m o n g peop le whose native lan­

guage was L i thuan ian . 

The image o f Pilėnai began its j o u r n e y in to the L i thuan ian doma ins 

o f collect ive m e m o r y at the end o f the nineteenth century, at the t ime 

w h e n L i thuan ian intell igentsia started to revive and propagate a version 

o f L i thuan ian identi ty wh ich , in their eyes, was the truly authentic one. 

Co l l ec t ive identi ty is impossible wi thou t relying on the resources o f col­

lective memory , w h i c h not on ly increases national cohes ion by means o f a 

c o m m o n past , but also enhances the feel ing o f na t iona l p r ide and o f 



be long ing to a certain ethnic c o m m u n i t y by invoking images o f a glor ious 

past. The leaders o f the L i thuan ian nat ional movemen t consciously sought 

after such images, w h i c h migh t be harnessed to the task o f const ruct ing 

nat ional identity. Thus Pilėnai and M a r g i n s became par t and parcel o f 

these activities. 

O n e o f the projects carried out by L i thuan ian nat ional intell igentsia in 

an a t tempt to "revive" collect ive memories consisted in translations and 

l i terary emulat ions o f those Polish romant ic writers whose works demon­

strated their deep affection for the h is tory o f the G r a n d D u c h y o f L i thua ­

nia . The p r ime o f place a m o n g such authors came to be at tr ibuted to those 

n ineteenth century Pol ish romanticists w h o in their w o r k used to dep loy 

the l i terary images o f Pilėnai . The image o f Pilėnai was transplanted from 

Pol ish R o m a n t i c i s m to the landscape o f L i thuan ian cultural m e m o r y as 

an evident p r o o f o f the inext inguishable qualities o f nat ional nature, o f 

the impor tance o f mo the r tongue, and as a s t r iking example o f L i thuan ian 

bravery. A l l that came squarely wi th in the p rog ramme o f nat ional revival . 

I t is difficult to establish a peck ing order o f pos i t ive ideas and senses as­

sociated wi th the image o f Pilėnai as it was used in the discourse o f L i thua­

n ian nat ional ism, but one o f the mos t endur ing ideas was that w h i c h pre­

sented the defence o f Pilėnai as a historical p r o o f o f L i thuan ian bravery in 

defence o f their f reedom and national identity. The image o f Pi lėnai as the 

best example o f L i thuan ian bravery was b o u n d to b e c o m e a core a round 

w h i c h more fleeting ideas and messages used to be at tached from the late 

nineteenth century onwards . M o s t frequently it was the different pol i t ical 

regimes that used to infuse "new ideas" into the received image o f Pi lėnai . 

In this way they tried to exploi t its potent ial at mobi l iz ing ethnic L i thua ­

nians in the interests o f different poli t ical agendas. In the inter-war peri­

od , L i thuan ian Repub l i c exponents o f L i thuan ian nat ional ism propagat ­

ed the Pilėnai s tory as the model o f h o w bravely one must defend h i s /he r 



o w n ethnic communi ty . In the w a k e o f Sovie t occupat ion o f L ihuan i a the 

image o f Pilėnai was in a sense m o n o p o l i z e d by the Soviets w h o were 

qu ick enough to explo i t i t in their o w n interests. In the course o f W o r l d 

W a r I I the Sov ie t ideologues explo i ted the image o f Pilėnai , as wel l as 

o ther episodes from the L i thaun ians ' fight against the Teu ton ic Kn igh t s , 

in theit ant i -Nazi p ropaganda and in their at tempts to involve L i thua ­

nians in a struggle against N a z i Germany . La te r on the image o f Pilėnai 

p roved ve ry useful in implant ing a version o f Sovie t patr iot ism. The image 

o f Pi lėnai as the mode l o f L i thuan ian bravery was va l id in Sov ie t L i thua­

nia , bu t then it was made devo id o f nat ional is t quali t ies and used to be 

presented in the l ight o f the Sovie t doctr ine o f the fr iendship o f peoples 

( in this par t icular case, as an example o f comradesh ip be tween L i thua ­

nians and Russ ians) . Af ter the demise o f the Sov ie t regime, the image o f 

Pilėnai came once again to play the role o f an instructive example o f h o w 

one's e thnic c o m m u n i t y must be defended. N o w it is already t w o hundred 

years as this image holds a dominan t place in the domains o f L i thuan ian 

cultural m e m o r y as the p r o o f o f the m o s t "real" L i thuan ian bravery. 

This b o o k is made up o f t w o main parts: historical investigation and 

source publ ica t ion . T h e latter par t a l lows one to fo l low h o w the account 

o f Pi lėnai deve loped th roughout the centuries, f rom the late fourteenth 

and d o w n to the mid-nineteenth . 
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