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The Old Town panorama

Kaunas is a city situated in the middle of Lithuania surrounded 
by the country’s major rivers, the Neman and Neris. In 1408 the 
city was granted Magdeburg Law, which meant the city could 
govern itself. Kaunas began to grow rapidly as an increasingly 
important trading centre and port for Western Europe. The 
Hanseatic merchant office was established in Kaunas in 1441. 
An annual Kaunas Hansa Days town festival commemorates 
this event, and Kaunas is the only city in Lithuania that is a 
member of the international New Hanseatic League since 
1991. The league consists of 185 cities from 16 countries.  

Today Kaunas is a hotbed of Lithuanian culture, tradition, 
and history, the second greatest Lithuanian city in size and 
significance with a rich history and an important geographic 
location both nationally and economically. This is not just a city 
of old traditions, but also a centre of major science, business, 
industry, and culture.

The city is also famous for a variety of festivals and celebrations. 
Every spring and autumn you are invited to the international 
Kaunas Jazz festival to have fun together with famous artists. 
The world famous Pažaislis classical music festival takes place 
in Kaunas all summer. Festival guests are stars from around 
the world. Kaunas is often called the capital of Lithuanian 
basketball. 

WELCOME TO 
KAUNAS, THE ONLY 
HANSEATIC CITY OF 
LITHUANIA!
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ABOUT THE 
HANSEATIC 
LEAGUE 

The painting of 
Lübeck’s leader 
(1493) was one of 
the most important 
early paintings of the 
Hanseatic League

Hartmann Schedel 
Liber chronicarum, 
1493, Nuremberg, A. 
Koberger

The term Hanse, which later evolved into Hansa, or Hanza, was a Low German 
word referring to a group of merchants who travel together in a convoy by sea 
or by land. The Hanseatic League was established in the 13th century as a union 
of Lübeck, Hamburg, and other northern German cities, which was intended to 
contribute to the smooth development of trade in the Baltic Sea and the search 
for new trade routes along the eastern Baltic Sea coast. It was a confederation 
of free, mostly Holy Roman Empire cities, which defended interests of its cities’ 
guilds of merchants, participated in diplomatic negotiations for better terms of 
trade and new products and markets in the Baltic and North Sea regions. The vast 
majority of North German cities, most of the Prussian and Livonian Order’s Baltic 
Sea coastal cities, as well as those of the Netherlands, belonged to the Hanseatic 
League during its prosperity (13th-14th centuries), and Swedish cities were also 
actively involved in this union.

THE HANSEATIC OFFICES

Beyond the boundaries of this trade union, the Hanseatic city merchant guilds 
established offices to organize trade in Scandinavia, the kingdom of England, 
Flanders, and the eastern coast of Baltic Sea. The Hanseatic League mainly traded 
undressed wood, ready to use for various purposes, and its products, tar, honey, 
wax, and grains that have been transported from the Baltic Sea region, bartered for 
cloth, fish, and urban shop-fabricated products and sent for sale to the East. Thus, 
the herring of the North and Baltic Seas ended up on the tables of even rather 
poor townspeople or peasants in Lithuania, as did salt extracted from hundreds 
of kilometres away, while the Lithuanian forest timber, tar, grains grow here were 
transported to Western Europe.

The Hanseatic office was established in Kaunas at the initiative of the Gdansk 
townspeople when the old centre of the Hanseatic League, Lübeck, was diminishing 
and the reigns were captured by Gdansk. 

The Hanseatic offices located the furthest east were in Great Novgorod, Pskov, 
and Kaunas. The eastern Hanseatic trading city office on the edge of the sphere of 
influence were created in order to improve the organization of trade and be closer 
to the local and regional shopping centres, as well as areas where the production 
and extraction of goods for trade. 

HANSEATIC LEAGUE TOWNSPEOPLE

Not only goods, but also people moved around within the Hanseatic League. 
Craftsmen and merchants (mainly Germans) migrated between the Hanseatic 
cities in search of wealth, work, or happiness. They took with them their craft skills, 
knowledge, contacts from home, and connections with relatives remaining in their 
homeland countries. This enabled the successful development of business and 
trade.

THE RISE AND DECLINE OF THE HANSEATIC LEAGUE

There were several reasons for the decline of the Hanseatic league. 

The first was the rise of early modern states, after the rulers of Denmark, Poland, 
and the Grand Duchy of Lithuania began to patronize their national markets and 
merchants. For this reason, the Hansa office in Kaunas existed for nearly a century. In 
order to strengthen the Kaunas merchants’ position, Lithuanian Grand Dukes began 
to favour them against those from Danzig (Gdansk). 

The second reason for the Hanseatic League’s decline was its success. By 
combining the forces of the increasingly growing north western European cities 
and marketplaces with the centres of grain, wood, and forest industry production 
necessary for their growth and survival on the eastern coast of the Baltic Sea, 
Lübeck and other the Hanseatic cities and brokers became less and less necessary 
for these trade organizers. Therefore, eventually, since the mid-15th century, Dutch 
merchants broke into the Baltic Sea trade, connecting Danzig (Gdansk), the centre 
of trade in grains, with Amsterdam, a European trade and capital centre. This, in 
spite of all the changes, or the history of storms, was considered the most important 
grain trade from the centre of the Baltic Sea until the end of the 18th century.

V. Gersonas 
(Wojciech Gerson) 
trying to imagine 
in this 1865 picture 
how the largest 
eastern Baltic Sea 
Marketplace could 
have looked in its 
heyday, back in 
the 17th century 
(Gdańsk w 17th 
wieku)
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MAGDEBURG RIGHTS GRANTED TO KAUNAS

Even before the settlement of the city people lived quite densely in the place we 
call Kaunas. However, the establishment of Kaunas as a city, the community of 
townspeople, is associated with the granting of Magdeburg rights. Historians agree 
that the first privilege for the city of Kaunas was granted in 1408 by the Lithuanian 
Grand Duke Vytautas Kęstutaitis through Magdeburg law. Lithuanian rulers granted 
legal autonomy to the city and gave them the opportunity to engage in trade 
and craftsmanship and the protection of this trade. The names of almost all the 
first Kaunas townspeople at the beginning of the 15th century were German, and 
the Kaunas community of townspeople of German origin had significant property 
and social status in Kaunas until the mid-20th century. Eventually, with newcomers 
connecting to the city community, Lithuanians began to account for a significant 
part of the Kaunas townspeople, and besides them – the merchants and artisans 
came from all over the Grand Duchy of Lithuania.

KAUNAS CASTLE   

The earliest history of Kaunas as a city is really Kaunas as a castle, which had 
protected the Neman and Neris confluence since the invasions of the Crusaders. 
The first Kaunas stone castle was built in the middle of the 14th century, and the 
chronicling of battles that took place between the Grand Duchy of Lithuania and 
the German (Teutonic) Order for this castle mentioned Kaunas (the castle) in writing 
for the first time. The Order of the Teutonic Knights, with the help Crusaders from 
England, Italy, and Germany, laid siege to the castle in a 1362 battle, and on 10 April 
1362, they broke through the walls of the castle and the defence, led by Lithuanian 
Grand Duke Kestutis’ son Vaidotas, occupying and destroying Kaunas Castle. The 
current castle standing at the confluence of the Neman and the Neris was built 
later, in the early 15th century. After the occupation of Kaunas Castle, another four 
decades of fighting between the Teutonic Order and Lithuania for the Neman and 
Neris confluence took place, before finally, after losing the Battle of Grunwald, the 
Teutonic Order was crushed. Trade, not war, became the main daily activity of the 
residents for the Neman and Neris confluence.

KAUNAS, 
TOWNSPEOPLE, 
AND THEIR DAILY 
ROUTINE IN 
THE 15TH–17TH 
CENTURIES

Kaunas city stationery 
seals (15th century)

KAUNAS TOWNSPEOPLE 

During the 15th-16th centuries Kaunas rose to second in terms of population and 
economic importance of cities throughout the Grand Duchy of Lithuania. There 
were 412 houses accommodating about 7,000 people in Kaunas in 1569. The 
city grew both naturally and with the arrival of new settlers from other areas of the 
GDL and abroad. New Kaunas townspeople even came from as far as Utrecht, the 
Netherlands, such as Gertas Olandas, a native of this city, who in 1569 was appointed 
senior weaver of the city’s workshop. Merchants from Riga also settled in Kaunas. 
The Kaunas City Council gave permission for residents of Riga to build a house at 
the end of the 15th century. The city was visited by merchants from other countries. 
French and Dutch merchants, and in times of peace the Muscovite merchants, 
travelled to Kaunas with goods, as evidenced by Jurbarkas customs data.

A painting of the city of Danzig (Gdansk) in 1575, Braun and Hogenberg’s atlas Civitates 
Orbis Terrarum II 46. The city of Gdansk was the main market for goods transport from 
Kaunas via the Neman River, and the region’s largest commercial centre. It was the Gdansk 
merchants who were the founders of the Hanseatic offices in Kaunas. 
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T. Makovskis. Kaunas city panorama (beginning of the 17th century)

THE MERCHANTS AND THEIR HOMES 

Town Hall Square was surrounded by homes that belonged to the elite of Kaunas 
townspeople – mostly the wealthiest merchants, among whom there were many 
of German origin, having family links with other cities’ patriarchies (the richest 
and those with outstanding status managed the city). J. Pečiūga, reeve of Kaunas, 
built the house at Rotušės Sq. 1, and then after the mid-17th century a merchant, 
Tifenbrukas, restored it. Next door, at Rotušės Sq. 2, was the merchant Hoffmann’s 
residence, the first floor of which was open for retail space or an office. The 
Ogińscy dukes bought this building in 1606. House no. 3 belonged to magistrate 
assessor J. Vamkau, and in 1634 went to the city hospital. There was a barn, stables, 
a warehouse, a brewery and a maltkiln at the rear side of Rotušės Sq. 28 in the 
second half of the 16th century, then owned burgomaster J. Puhačis and later the 
merchant F. Bekeris. In the last quarter of the 17th century it housed a pharmacy. The 
burgher Kasparas Liubneris built the house at Rotušės Sq. 4, which later belonged 
to V. Venskavičius, the Žodkevičiai family, and J. Ferkelis. Rotušės Sq. 5 belonged to 
the Mackevičiai family, V. Vilkelis, and in 1622 a nobleman, A. Masalskis, bought the 
house. The house at Rotušės Sq. 23 belonged to Zigmantas Puhačas, from 1620 to 
the merchant Jurgis Forkuntas, and later to Ernestas Hiršfeltas. In this house there 
were four cellars for grain, honey, and beer, there was a pub (tavern), and beer and 
wine breweries. Rotušės Sq. 29 belonged to the goldsmith H. Zageris in 1614 and 
the pharmacist H. Mantas in 1621.

During the mid-17th century wars and the great 18th century fires a large part of 
the city’s old architecture was lost, and the city and its community suffered a serious 
decline. However, the buildings built by the Kaunas townspeople, mostly urban 
economic elite families, can still be seen today. Without a doubt, the most impressive 
late-Gothic building in Kaunas is the so-called Perkūno Namas (the Perkūnas House), 
which we know Kaunas burgomaster F. Bitneris sold to Žemaitija Castellan J. Lackis, 
and he sold the house to the Kaunas Jesuits, who in the 1640s began to develop 
the Kaunas Jesuit college here. The house at Daugirdo St. 5 once belonged to the 
Štrunkas tribe (it was named after them in the 17th century). The house at Jablonskio 
St. 3 belonged to the townspeople Linkai, and then to the merchant J. Dietrichas. The 
house at Muitinės St. 12 belonged to the Spickevičius townspeople, and Albertas 
Vijūkas Kojelavičius, the first historical author of Lithuania, lived there in the first 
decades of the 17th century. Next door no. 14 belonged to the Kaunas reeve, G. 
Knebelis, in the first half of the 17th century, as did no. 20 to an assessor, J. Dėmeris.

PETITE BOURGEOISIE

The petite bourgeoisie was a closed community. To become a Kaunas townsperson, 
it was necessary to have a land title in the city, be a Christian (which usually meant 
Catholic), have married parents, know at least a couple of old citizens from the 
Kaunas citizens community who would vouch for you as a newcomer, and only 
then, under oath at the Town Hall, the man (usually a man those days) became 
a member of the urban community, a city dweller. Theoretically, Kaunas was a 
city in which the “free air” principle was in force, when, in spite of human origin, 
caste, or dependency ratio, Magdeburg law defended every man in the city. The 
townspeople caste accounted for a minority of the city; the majority of the urban 
residents of the city were not full members of the community. Most of the settlers 
began their lives in Kaunas as townsfolk (Lat. incola). These boatmen, craftsmen, 
wagoners, innkeepers, hired hands, and day labourers had no right to participate in 
the city government elections and could not be elected to the city authorities, but 
they were free people if they obeyed the city law.

Kaunas city stationery seals 
(16th-17th centuries)

CITY AUTHORITY

The fundamental right of Kaunas was to elect local representatives. The Lithuanian 
Grand Duke appointed a reeve, but the city council (magistrate) and court members 
were chosen from the city’s residents. The city reeve represented the city in the 
presence of the ruler or various courts, the court was a judicial authority that 
adjudicated disputes between citizens and dealt with criminal offenses, and the city 
council, whose members were called assessors, was the city executive branch. The 
city council elected mayors from among themselves who performed the functions of 
the executive between the city council meetings. The Council proclaimed the city’s 
inner life rules and regulations, managed public affairs of the city, ruled the common 
property of the town, assessed the levels of trade, crafts, and other activities of the 
townspeople, distributed taxes, took care of widows and orphans, and addressed 
various property and other disputes between the city council members. The city 
council maintained domestic living arrangements and defended the interests of 
the city in relations with the ruler, his officials, other Lithuanian and foreign cities, as 
well as the Catholic Church institutions. The Kaunas council introduced new taxes 
and collected state taxes. The city council had a coercive apparatus in its hands, i.e. 
city servants who apprehended criminals or suspects and brought them to justice. 

The city had its own prison, the former Town Hall basement. Various companies 
were at the disposal the city of: a wax shop, mill, and wool carding establishment. 
The measurements and measurement units they used were regulated by the city 
council. 

Already in the middle of the 15th century Kaunas had its own office and a seal. 
The earliest well-preserved Kaunas city seal was stamped in 1471 for a Kaunas City 
Council letter the Riga Board. An aurochs is depicted on the seal’s ornamental plate. 
Only at the end of the 15th century was the seal updated, a knightly cross with 
level ends appearing over the aurochs. The city seal was used to approve the most 
important acts of city council, moreover to witness the city’s independence and self-
government. 
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HANSEATIC OFFICE ACTIVITIES IN KAUNAS

The Kaunas economy is inseparable from the river. Every spring, just at the 
beginning of the thaw, the first ships full of goods would leave from Kaunas, and 
the commercial shipping lasted until late autumn. The Hanseatic office was active in 
Kaunas in the middle of 15th-16th centuries. This community was formed of Danzig 
(Gdansk) merchants who, after the Neman navigation season, wintered in Kaunas, 
waiting for the debacle in order to return to their own city. Hanseatic cities in places 
like Kaunas created their own marketing offices, where arriving Hanseatic merchants 
lodged. The main purpose of the offices was for the joint force of merchants to 
create more favourable conditions for trade in the Hanseatic cities, supported by 
Hanseatic cities. Merchants of Danzig (Gdansk), Konigsberg (Kaliningrad), and 
Thorn stayed in Kaunas. With the growing economic power of Kaunas merchants, 
eventually the Kaunas merchant community was able to take advantage of the ruler 
to impose new duties and ousted the Hanseatic office united merchants. Thus the 
city and its townspeople gained greater economic independence. 

The Hanseatic office Kaunas seal

MAJOR MARKETS AND FAIRS

Sovereign granted privileges for the city of Kaunas authorized them to develop two 
major multiple day trade fairs (fairs were held in Town Hall Square, at the time called 
the Market Square) in the spring, during the St. Stanislaus festival (April 11) and St. 
Mary of the Assumption celebrations that folks called Žolinė (August 15). Bans on 
visitors to the city trading with each other were lifted in Kaunas during these fairs, 
thus trade took place freely. The fair time known to all in advance was adapted to 
the annual trade waterway cycle. The April fair was held for merchants preparing for 
a trip to Danzig (Gdansk) and allowed them to accumulate goods and the August 
fair coincided with the appearance of merchant vessels from the lower Neman, 
whereby ships travelled from Prussian cities.
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THE MAIN KAUNAS GOODS

The main GDL export goods shipped via Kaunas were grains, forest industry 
products (shipbuilding, timber, tar, ash, potash), mead, wax, linen, hops, leather, 
and wood products (basins, spoons, etc.). Vehicles or their parts, transport wheels, 
or sleds were transported for sale to Konigsberg. Mainly salt and herring barrels 
were shipped through Kaunas from the West, less often smoked fish, beer, wine, 
fabrics, luxury goods (spices, dried fruit), and metal products. Trading took place 
not just over rivers but also by road. Kaunas merchants often took care of their zone 
of influence between Grodno, Vilnius, and Riga.  

CRAFTS OF THE HANSEATIC PERIOD IN KAUNAS

Kaunas was a working city. Because of its lucky geographical location, the large 
forest areas near Kaunas, and the growing timber and timber product market 
demand, Kaunas became an important river shipbuilding and forest operator centre 
and port. The part of Kaunas known as Aleksotas, according to Prof. Zigmantas 
Kiaupa, got its name from the shipyard there (German: lastadie). Craftsmen built 
ships of various sizes there: rod-sized ships, old fashioned river galley ships, boats, 
dugout canoes, and others. Some of the Kaunas townspeople worked as so-
called šìporius (sailor, rower, helmsman), engaged in rafting both their own other 
merchants’ goods. According to the prevailing trade regulation in Kaunas, šìporius 
was equivalent to merchants who had the highest status in the city.

TRADE ARRANGEMENTS IN KAUNAS

Kaunas Market Square (now Town Hall Square) was 
one of the first urban city elements. Traditionally, the 
most active trade took place on market day in Kaunas, 
Tuesday, which began with a given a sign, usually at 
nine o’clock in the morning. Everybody could buy 
and sell at the marketplace, so traders from all over 
Lithuania came on Tuesday. Resellers and merchants 
selling for export were active in purchasing goods 
brought by newcomers: wax, honey, grains, flour, 
hops, hemp, linens, and sometimes small quantities 
of forest industry goods: processed wood, tar, and 
ash. There were permanent shops (sales points) 
where sellers always sold food at the marketplace: 
butchers, bakers, salt traders, and craftsmen. Further 
away there stood fish counters. Shops in Market 
Square were permanent, and the spaces formed 
between them were sometimes called streets in 
historical sources.
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PUBS (TAVERNS) AND ENTERTAINMENT IN THE CITY

Pubs (taverns) were another important economic element of Kaunas. In 1570, out 
of 416 houses in Kaunas, as many as 188 maintained pubs, where they sold mostly 
local but sometimes even imported beer, mead, and vodka, and you could to eat, 
stay overnight, and feed your horse. The pubs were the cauldron of bubbling city 
life. It was possible to meet all the colourful inhabitants: people who arrive to the 
market, boatmen awaiting the new navigation season, porters arriving in the city, 
noblemen convening for the Kaunas local parliament, and parishioners rolling in 
for the church holidays. At pubs you could listen to traveling musicians and jesters, 
dance, and gamble on card games, dice, checkers, and chess. Until the mid-16th 
century they mostly served draft beer and mead at pubs, and then vodka started to 
become popular. 

No place with that much fun to be had could get by without betting. In the year 
1543 a blacksmith, Laurynas, complained to the Kaunas reeve court that the day 
before he had wagered with Juras from Kėdainiai for a barrel of beer on which 
of them was better at hammering iron, but his challenger failed to appear at the 
scheduled time. There was a complaint from another Kaunas resident, Vincentas 
Brakaravičiaus, that after betting as to which of them is better at battling with tridents 
Juras Radvilavičiaus did not show up to the fight. Finally the 1561 bet between 
Stasys Čibulis and blacksmith Matis could only take place at a pub, because they 
decided to play dice and cards not out of the money, but rather from beer or mead.

BEER

Beer was brewed in Kaunas. Archaeological evidence 
suggests that most of the economic activity required for the 
brewing process in the 16th-17th centuries took place in 
neighbourhoods between the current museum and Daugirdo 
Street located to the south of Town Hall Square. Here, 
according to archaeologists, is where companies that dried 
malt and boiled beer in large quantities were concentrated. 
True, Kaunas residents drank more than just locally produced 
beer or other alcoholic beverages: sources mention black 
and light beer shipped from Danzig (Gdansk), Konigsberg, 
and Leipzig, and wine from France and Elbląg.

CRAFTSMEN

Kaunas was a centre of crafts, too. Dozens of the most well-
known craft professions were organized into workshops, 
some of which were tailors, barbers, blacksmiths, machinists 
and solid fuel boilers, carpenters, tanners, and potters.
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KAUNAS RESIDENTS’ RELIGIOUSNESS 

Kaunas was not homogeneous in a religious sense in the 16th century. In addition 
to the parish Catholic St. Peter and Paul’s Church, at that time in the suburbs they 
had St. Nicholas, St. Gertrude, and St. Cross churches, as well as two monasteries 
(Franciscan and Bernardine) that had their own churches, and also there was an 
Orthodox Church in Kaunas in the 16th century. The Lutheran community, which 
is southwest of Market Square, built the Lutheran house of worship in Kaunas in 
the 1550s. As was typical, ethnic and religious origins merged here: most Kaunas 
Lutherans were of German descent, so representatives of this religion were called 
German church members in historical sources. In the 17th century the Kaunas 
Lutheran community secured the right that a quarter of the city magistrate members 
would be Lutheran.

During the Counter-Reformation in Kaunas, Catholic townspeople revived the 
lay townspeople’s spiritual Literary brotherhood, Kaunas Bernardine Monastery 
underwent a revival, and in the first half of the 17th century Benedictine nuns and 
Jesuits, who in 1653 founded the Kaunas Jesuit college, settled in Kaunas. Legal 
clashes between Catholic and Lutheran representatives took place in the city.

The history of the miraculous Mother of God curated at the Kaunas Bernardine 
Monastery stands out among the lesser-known episodes of early modern history 
of Kaunas, which we know from Prof. Vaida Kamuntavičienė’s research. During the 
Swedish and the Russian occupation of the mid-17th century, the painting was 
sent to storage in the Raudonė manor, owned by the Krišpinai-Kiršenšteinai family. 
As the painting hung in the manor, according to witnesses of the day, it began 
to perform miracles. When the Muscovites occupied Vilnius on 8 August 1655, 
according to the painting’s story tellers, the Mother of God wept. She resisted and 
defended herself without help in the face of the Muscovite soldiers trying to rip off 
the silver crown. This painting has astonished people since 1669 while hanging in 
St. George’s Church: it healed abdominal and dental pain, difficult childbirth, nose 
bleeds, and epilepsy, and also boatmen remembering the image escaped from 
drowning in the turbulent Neman River. According to the stories of the miraculous 
image, it helped ward off bewitchment and what people at that time called insanity. 
Wealthier people paid for the wonders by placing a silver disc (votive offerings) by 
the painting. It is true, the miracles did cease after the Catholic Church hierarchy 
ban on worship of miraculous paintings until the miracles are proven and officially 
confirmed by the Catholic Church and won’t begin again.
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Different city population segments had to eat very differently due to economic 
circumstances. The city elite (patriarchy) may have been able to afford to use a 
variety of spices and dishes similar to those of the nobility, but day labourers 
and hired hands had to settle for just bread and whatever hodgepodge (soup) 
or stew pubs (taverns) made. The food and dishes of the period were highly 
seasonal, depending on the products that were available in a particular time of 
year. Products that we now take for granted were considered a luxury, such as 
rice, but others, products somewhat less common nowadays (freshwater fish or 
game), were used more often than nowadays.

AUTHENTIC 17TH CENTURY RECIPES

A dish typical of the urban poor (as well as peasants) 
could be just porridge or pancakes.

THE FOOD 
AND DRINK

1.25 quarts* buckwheat flour, 0.5 
quarts of wheat flour, 6 eggs, 4 
tablespoons butter, yeast, 1 cup butter 
for frying the pancakes, and salt.

Mix together the 1.25 quarts buckwheat 
flour and 0.5 quarts wheat flour. Scald 
a quart of the flour with boiling water 
and leave it to stand. Punch 6 eggs into 
the batter, pour 4 tablespoons of melted 
butter in, dilute the remaining flour with 
lukewarm water, whisk well, and leave to 
rise. After the dough rises, simply fry the 
pancakes.

* Quart – an ancient measure that 
could amount to 1.4 or 0.7 litres

Buckwheat Pancakes
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You need to take fresh butter and mix it thoroughly with grated rye bread. Punch 
in a few egg yolks, add creamed sugar and cinnamon separately, and mix until it 
becomes a single mass. Only put a tablespoon of the mass into freshly boiled beer, 
stirring continually. The beer is very tasty, only it needs to be reheated after mixing 
in the ingredients.

* Alcohol consumption risks your health and the welfare of your family and society.

Richer townspeople or the nobility could enjoy braised, boiled, 
and fried pike or almond bubliks.

The method to braise, boil, and fry a whole pike.

Take a large pike and scale the head and tail leaving the midsection be. 
Gut it, mount it onto a skewer, wrap the middle of the pike canvas after 
moistening it in salted wine vinegar, lace it up, sprinkle the head and tail 
with salt and place over low heat. Roast, spin, and keep the salted wine 
vinegar boiling in a pot by the fire, so that you can drizzle the canvas with 
it often. Beforehand grease the head with olive or plain oil or butter and 
sprinkle it with a little wheat flour – do it a second and a third time when the 
fish is cooked. Also grease up the tail once it begins to brown, but skip the 
flour. Once you’re certain the whole thing’s hot remove the canvas. There 
you have your braised, boiled, and fried pike.

Very finely grynd* dried almonds, sift, and cream with sour cream. Add 
enough sugar and one whole egg, plus two egg yolks. Make the batter 
separately, and then mix it all together. Put in the unsalted butter, knead it 
all over again, make the bubliks, and bake them in a cake oven.

* grynd – grind.

Braised, boiled, and fried pike 

Almond bubliks

The townspeople often enjoyed their beer hot.

Hot beer*

A typical 
working 
environment 
for a medieval 
bread baker
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OLD CRAFTS: BEER BREWING

Beer production was an important part of the Hanseatic city’s economy. Traces of 
Kaunas breweries were found in many places of Old Town Kaunas. Most commonly 
a brewery had a round furnace with a specially crafted place for a custom boiler. 
Archaeologists found a large number of hypocaust type furnaces in the Kaunas Old 
Town used for the drying process that are also tied to the production of beer. These 
are examples of the high tech advances of those days, as well as the wooden pipes 
and complex pumps needed for the production of beer. 

Equipment for drying malt was the first thing necessary for production. Malt was 
produced mainly from oat and barley, and in high-society circles from wheat, too. 
Although no brewing recipes have survived that period, historical records show the 
cultivation of hops in Lithuania as early as the 15th century, hops being an important 
element that differentiates the flavor of local beer. 

Historical sources, especially hired hand oaths pledging not to use alcohol during 
service hours, mentioned that light wheat beer was brewed Kaunas, and dark beer 
was imported from Königsberg and Gdansk.

HANSA CUISINE TODAY

Authentic, centuries-old Kaunas pubs (taverns) and breweries have not survived, 
but at least some of what could have been eaten there by 16th-17th century 
wealthy Kaunas residents can be found in the game dishes at “Medžiotojų Užeiga” 
(Hunters’ Pub) (Rotušės Sq. 10) and dishes bearing the Culinary Heritage mark at 
“Bernelių Užeiga” (Fellows’ Inn) (Valančius St. 9 and Donelaičio St. 11). We especially 
recommended the porcini soup in bread bowls. If you want truly authentic dishes, 
choose soups, such as borscht, or mushroom and game dishes. A place that could 
demonstrate what a pub (tavern) with a brewery looked like is the Old Town “Avilys” 
restaurant (Vilniaus St. 34) that also makes beer soup.

A medieval monk enjoying a beer

The traditional Lithuanian 
cuisine you can find in 
Lithuania today is full of 
new products, things only 
common here since the 
19th century. The potato, 
the traditional queen of 
Lithuanian cuisine, was 
still only an exotic product 
at the time of Hanseatic 
Kaunas, widespread in 
Lithuania only in the 18th-
19th centuries. 

The union of Hanseatic trading cities 
encouraged trade and cultural exchange 
between different European countries. 
One of the indirect consequences of 
this union was German emigration to 
Central and Eastern European cities. As 
an example of a Hanseatic city, Kaunas is 
very expressive: before the end of the wars 
with the Teutonic Order, a group of German 
merchants got Kaunas what was known 
as “German” rights in this land with the 
approval and privilege of Lithuanian Grand 
Duke Vytautas the Great. With Magdeburg, 
Germany, as a model, Kaunas was granted 
self-government, the right to elect its 
officers, freedom to engage in trade and 
crafts, and the protection and patronage 
of the ruler. German merchant names 
dominate surviving 15th century sources, 
and only long after, as the city increased in 
size, did the proportion of Germans in the 
city decline and the ranks of Lithuanian and 
Polish-speaking townspeople swell. The 
Kaunas German community was socially 
and culturally unique.

AND THE GERMANS  

HANSA



 
22

THE GERMAN COMMUNITY 
OF EARLY MODERN TIMES 
IN KAUNAS

KAUNAS GERMAN CULTURAL 
ACTIVITIES AND THE FATE OF 
THE COMMUNITY

The German speaking community cherished its ethnic identity 
and after remaining pretty closed for several centuries after 
the founding of Kaunas finally expanded into the richest 
townspeople’s elite (patriarchy). Reformation influence also 
contributed to identity preservation. There were already 
Lutherans in Kaunas in the 1550s. Eventually they started 
their own parish and have become one of the means of 
identity reinforcement. Lutheran Pastor Dovydas Sommeris, 
mentioned as early as 1558, took the three Market (Town 
Hall) Square southwest land plots that belonged to Jokūbas 
Hofmanas, Henrikas Šparenbergas, and Motiejus Heinas so 
he could join them into one plot where the Lutheran house 
of worship was built. Not surprisingly, Lutherans were just 
called people of German or Saxon faith in city documents. 
Due to the specific and unique European-wide development 
direction of the Reformation, Kaunas and Vilnius Lutherans 
felt more in common with their religious brothers in the 
kingdom of Prussia (the community followed the religious 
hierarchy of the Prussian principality, and absolutely all 
Evangelical Lutheran pastors in Kaunas were from German 
cities) than with the Evangelical Reformers flourishing right 
next to Kaunas in Northern Lithuania in the second half of the 
16th century. Decline of the Reformation era – Evangelical 
Lutherans living in Kaunas in the 17th century managed to 
preserve their positions, holding on to the guarantee of up 
to a quarter of the seats on the city council. The community 
retained its own school and a shelter home (the predecessor 
to the hospital and orphanage).

Some of the Germans living in Kaunas, mainly Lutheran clergy, 
engaged not only in pastoral but also cultural activities. For 
example, Kaunas Pastor Paulius Oderbornas (1555-1604) was a 
writer of religious songs, as well as rhymes and prose. He wrote 
a biography of Moscow Grand Duke Ivan the Terrible, Ioannis 
Basilides Magni Moscoviae Ducis vita, in Kaunas in 1584 and 
published it in Wittenberg in 1585. 

The Kaunas Germans were an important part of the late Middle 
Ages and early modern period of Kaunas life and landscape. The 
Heinai, Sommeriai, Bitneriai, Eckertai, Movijai, Hofmanai, Šeperiai, 
Forchundai, Heningai, Wesseliai, and Mioleriai families accounted 
for a significant part of what made Hanseatic Kaunas what it was. 
Because of assimilation, but more so due to the tragic history of 
the 20th century, this community no longer exists, but it is worth 
remembering as an important part of the history of Kaunas.
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WEEKEND IN HANSA KAUNAS 
TRAVEL OPTION (2 D./1 N.) *

Spend your free time in 
HANSA KAUNAS!

Find out prices at visit.kaunas.lt

Day 1

Day 2

Trip to Kaunas Pažaislis Monastery 

Trip to Raudondvaris Manor  
Duration: ~3-4 hours

Afternoon for museum visits (optional): the Devils’ Museum, 
National M. K. Čiurlionis Art Museum, Vytautas the Great War 
Museum, Kaunas 9th Fort Museum

OR

Kaunas – A Hansa City, excursion with tour guide  
Duration: ~2-2.5 hours

A visit to the Perkūnas Home/Museum and an educational program 
(organized for tourist groups)

Lunch

Stay in a hotel

Tour of Kaunas Town Hall – city museums and an 
educational program Duration: ~1.5 hours

OR

Duration: ~2.5-3 hours

The price includes accommodation with breakfast, lunch on the 
first day of the trip, tour guide for Kaunas – A Hansa City, and 
ticket bookings.

TRAVEL OFFERS
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Trip Organizer:    
Kaunas Tourism Information 
Centre and Convention Bureau 
Laisvės al. 36, 44240 Kaunas

CULTURAL HANSA KAUNAS 
TRAVEL OPTION (2 D./1 N.) *
Find the price at visit.kaunas.lt

Find the price at visit.kaunas.lt

Day 1

Day 2

Kaunas – A Hansa City, excursion with tour guide   
Duration: ~2-2.5 hours

Tour of Kaunas Town Hall – city museums and an educational program 
Duration: ~1.5 hours

Tour of the Museum of Lithuanian Folk Instruments   
Duration: ~1 hours

Old Kaunas Churches guided tour Duration: ~ 1.5 hour

Lunch 

A cultural event in the city proposed by the tour organizer 

A visit to the Museum of the History of Lithuanian Medicine and 
Pharmacy Duration: ~ 1 hour

Afternoon for museum visits (optional): the Devils’ Museum, 
National M. K. Čiurlionis Art Museum, Vytautas the Great War 
Museum, Kaunas 9th Fort Museum

The price includes accommodation with breakfast, lunch on the first 
day of the trip, tour guide for Kaunas – A Hansa City and Old Kaunas 
Churches, and ticket bookings.

KAUNAS – A HANSA CITY, 
EXCURSION WITH TOUR GUIDE

During the tour, you will hear the story of how Kaunas became a city, 
how it relates to the Hanseatic merchants, how people lived in the 
Middle Ages, and what they were doing, what their daily routine 
looked like. Visit the main medieval objects, learn about their history 
and curiosities, and visit the place where the history of Kaunas 
begins. Duration: ~2-2.5 hours

More detailed information is 
available and orders are accepted:  
email info@kaunastic.lt,   
Tel. +370 37 323 436
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