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This is an unusual w ork  o f  two au thors w ho devoted m any years o f  hard  labour 
to reconstruct on the pages o f their book and to save from oblivion  Jew ish  tem ple 
arch itecture created  in the Polish lands over the cen turies and for the m ost part 
ru ined  during W orld  W ar II. W ooden  synagogues especially, partly due to the 
fragility  o f their m aterial, w ere com plete ly  w iped  out o f Poland in the Holocaust, 
Just like the peop le w ho prayed there. The reconstruction  o f  this w orld  o f bu ild ings, 
w h ich  most o ften  do not exist any more, on the basis o f extant iconograph ie 
sources and descriptions, requ ired not on ly  a lot o f  search, but also an enorm ous 
e ffort o f  im agination  and intu ition . M aria and Kazim ierz P iechotka, arch itects by 
profession , lovers o f art h istory b y  vocation, have accom plished a w ork  deserving 
o f  the h ighest respect.

The Jew ish  tem ples, w h ich  accord ing to Genesis were not on ly the houses 
o f  p rayer but a lso  “ the gates o f H eaven ” , constitu ted  an im portant e lem ent o f  the 
arch itectu ra l landscape o f  the Polish  lands before the partitions. The authors 
d iscuss system atica lly  the sacral bu ild ings erected from m edieval tim es till the 
19th c. (in cidenta lly  also go in g  beyond this post-partition  cen tury and even into 
the 2 0 th c.) by the Jews resident in the Polish state w ith in  its successive borders. 
Thus this w ork  has a very  broad, not on ly  chronological, but a lso geograph ica l 
scope. The area under ana lysis  covers, apart from  the present Polish territory, 
a lso  the territories o f  Lithuan ia, B yelorussia  and W estern  Ukraine that were once 
part o f  the P o lish -L ith uan ian  Com m onwealth . S ince the end o f m edieval tim es 
till W orld  W ar II here w as the greatest agglom eration  o f Jews in the world , here 
w as the centre o f  their relig ious, socia l and cu ltural life. In old  Poland the Jews, 
endow ed  w ith  m any privileges and occupying a specia l position in this coun try ’s 
econom y, found excellen t cond itions to develop  their cu lture as in tensively  as 
now here else, hence the d im ension  o f their ach ievem ents.

The arch itectu re o f  synagogues, p resented  In its developm ent by M. and K. 
P iechotka , has been  set aga inst the broader background o f the genera l d evelop ­
m ent o f  Polish  arch itectu re and tow n-p lann ing. A lready in the In troduction  the 
au thors ascerta in  that synagogues w ere bu ilt “accord ing to the Polish heaven  and 
cu s tom ” —  thus they w ere  the fru it o f the m eeting and co-ex istence o f  two 
cu ltures: Jew ish  and Polish, a harm on ious and fru itfu l co-ex istence over m any 
centuries.

The first volum e o f th is publication  (although not num bered, both books are 
com plem en tary  and constitu te one body) contains the discussion o f  the h istorica l 
backgrou nd  and  then p resents the role o f  the synagogue In the life o f the Jew ish 
com m unity . It em phasizes the essential features o f  the synagogue —  a special
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sacral bu ild ing  where —  in contrast to the tem ples o f other denom inations —  no 
sacrifices are m ade. It served the com m un ity as a p lace o f m eetings, com m on 
prayer, study and  com m enting on the Scriptures  and also som e adm in istrative 
tasks (sessions o f the elders, jud ic ia l functions, etc.) The ana lysis  o f  the synago­
gu e ’s role serves as a point o f departure for presenting its particu lar arch itectural 
elem ents, i.e. the principal segm ent —  a hall designed for men w ith  a niche or 
cupboard  (the so-ca lled  Aron h a -K o d esh ) used for preserving the Torah, and bem a 
—  a p latform  for read ing the Torah, delivering prayers and  teachings. In teresting­
ly, the p lace for wom en —  the so-ca lled  w om en ’s ga llery  —  started  to appear in 
the Polish  synagogues re lative ly late, on ly  in the 16 c. Can one connect it to the 
changes in the genera l situation o f wom en  in Poland that began  at that tim e? The 
au thors do not seek any explanations. They devote a lot o f space to the charac­
teristic fea tures o f the construction  o f 17lh and 18th c. synagogues and their 
decorations, especia lly  signs and sym bols (the so-ca lled  Tree o f Life, presentations 
o f  an im als such as the lion, elephant, eagle, stork, serpent e tc.) They also analyze 
the rich polychrom es. A lthough  the book in princip le deals w ith  pre-partition  
Poland, it also d iscusses the synagogues that arose in the 19th and the beginn ing 
o f the 20th c. Th is supplem ent seem s rational and Just, since as a resu lt we get 
a com prehensive full p icture o f  the developm ent o f wooden  synagogues, a large 
part o f Jew ish  sacral arch itecture.

The volum e devoted to brick and stone synagogues opens w ith  an extensive 
d iscussion  o f the tradition  o f  Jew ish sacral arch itecture since its b ib lical and 
antique beginn ings through the European M iddle Ages. O n ly then do the authors 
present the Polish  h istorica l context o f the rise o f the oldest brick  synagogues in 
Poland (Kalisz, Cracow , S ilesian towns). The m ost part o f  the book is devoted to 
the early-m odern  e ra , i .e. the period when the in flux o f Jews to the Polish lands 
w as the b iggest. Those who cam e were m ain ly the Ashkenazim  from G erm any and 
Bohem ia, but also the Sephardim  ban ished from  Spain and Portugal, w ho cam e 
through Italy and the Netherlands. Another wave o f  Jew ish  im m igration cam e 
w hen  Jew s were persecuted in W estern  countries during the R eform ation  (16 th c.), 
and a th ird one during the Thirty Y ears ’ W ar. The num ber o f Jews liv ing in the 
Polish  state w as estim ated  at 28 -30  thous. at the turn o f  the 15th c., 150 thous. 
in the second h a lf o f the 16th c., w h ile in the m iddle o f the 17th c. it reached, 
accord ing to h istorians, 450 -500  thous. people. A t the sam e tim e im portant 
changes in the organization  o f Jew ish life took place. D uring the 16th c. the so far 
in form al unions o f Jew ish com m unities were transform ed in to a hom ogeneous 
m u lti-grade self-governm ent, sligh tly  resem bling the structure o f  the Polish 
gen try  self-governm ent; it consisted  o f  the Seym  o f  Four Lands (W aad A rba  
A ra co t ), land d ietines, consistories and subconsistories. S ince 1580 this was the 
organ ization  o ffic ia lly  recogn ized  by  the Polish state and represen ting to it the 
whole popu lation  o f Jews —  inhabitants o f  Poland.

In connection  w ith  these transform ations there was m ore dem and for new  
synagogues —  hence in the 16th and the first h a lf o f the 17th c. m any o f them 
w ere erected  over all the area o f the Polish -L lthuan ian  Com m onwealth , and 
espec ia lly  in  its eastern  lands, w here m ost Jew s settled. Apart from  the erection 
o f  n ew  build ings, the old w ooden  tem ples w ere increasingly  replaced by brick 
ones. Their construction  w as financed as earlier on by  the Jew ish com m unities, 
however, private founders turned up as well, w h ich  testifies to the grow ing wealth 
o f p ious Jew ish  m erchants. As a result, in the “Jew ish c ity ” itself, In the Kazim ierz 
d istrict o f Cracow , not on ly was the Old Synagogue reconstructed  a fter the fire, 
but also 6 other synagogues were erected. A t the sam e tim e fou r synagogues arose 
in Lublin . Naturally, the eastern  territories o f the Com m onwealth , w ith  the m ost 
num erous agglom erations o f Jew ish population , saw  the construction  o f  the 
greatest num ber o f synagogues.

Both volum es have been provided  w ith  an unusually  rich and valuable 
docum entation, especia lly illustrations. It is a p ity they have not been furnished 
w ith  foreign  language sum m aries or foreign  versions o f  chapter titles and captions

www.rcin.org.pl



REVIEWS 207

under illustrations. Th is wou ld also m ake the w ork  com m unicative abroad. In the 
In troduction  the authors thank the Art Institu te o f the Polish A cadem y o f Sciences 
as well as the W ydaw n ictw o Krupski and S -ka  for being help fu l in the realization  
o f  their form idable task. They also ingratiated  them selves w ith  the readers: 
h istorians, w ho w ill use these books o f fundam ental im portance to the research 
in to the Jew ish  (and also Polish ) culture, as well as non-professionals, in terested  
in the world  w h ich  exists no longer.

M aria  B ogucka

Ziemie polskie w  X  wieku i ich znaczenie w  kształtowaniu się nowej 
mapy Europy (Polish Territories in the Tenth Century and Their 
Importance f or the Shape o f a N ew  Europe), ed. Henryk S a m s o ­
n o w i c z ,  Kraków 2000, Towarzystwo Autorów i Wydawców Prac 
Naukowych “Universitas”, 475 pp., 65 illustr., 9 diagrams, 36 maps, 
1 table, index of geographical names, sum. in English, German and 
Russian.

The book con tains m ateria ls from  a con ference organised  in C racow  In the spring 
o f  2000. J erzy  K ł o c z o w s k i  (C hristian ity  in E a st-C en tra l Eu rope and the 
C onstruction  o f  C hurch O rgan isa tion , pp. 3 -16 ) presents the Christian isation  o f 
Croatia, Bohem ia, H ungary and Poland. He points out that these countries, 
together w ith  Ruthen ia and Scandinavia, form ed a zone o f  “new  Christian ity” , a 
zone in w h ich  the Church was strongly linked w ith the state apparatus and In 
w h ich  the con flict between  w estern  and eastern  C hristian ity appeared  late, the 
first re ferences in sources dating from the 13th century. Jerzy S t r z e l c z y k  
(Po land  in the G eopolitica l S tructure o f  E u rop e , pp. 35-52 ) says that s ta te-bu ild in g  
processes and  the Christian isation  o f a part o f Europe led to im portant changes 
in the geopo litica l situation o f  Polish territories. Przem ysław  U r b a ń c z y k  (The  
B eginn ings o f  E a rly -M ed ieva l States in E a st-C en tra l Europe, pp. 53-70 ) argues 
that the dynasties o f  the Prem yslids, Piasts, Ruriks and Arpads succeeded in 
bu ild ing  new  states because they had defeated  local rivals, stopped the expansion  
o f  other states, o rganised  econom ic exp loitation  in their territories and introduced 
an  ideology w h ich  legitim ated  their authority. Gerard L a b u d a  (The Politica l and  
E ccles ias tic  A spects  o f  the G niezno Congress o f  1000, pp. 17-33) em phasises that 
the decisions o f the Congress w ere w ell prepared  in the ecclesiastic field  (estab ­
lishm en t o f  a Polish m etropolitan  see) and the politica l field (con ferm ent o f regal 
d ign ity  on Boleslaus the Brave). A  group o f  articles present the h istory o f various 
regions o f Poland  at the turn o f the 10th cen tu ry in  the light o f latest archeological 
research  (Zo fia  K u r n a t o w s k a ,  G rea t Poland  in the 10th Century and the 
Form a tion  o f  the Polish  State, pp. 99-117 ; W ładysław  Ł o s i ń s k i ,  Pom eran ia  —  
W as It M ore  S lav ic than B altic?, pp. 119-141; Andrzej B u k o ,  The Czech Little  
Poland  and the “P o lan ia n ” L ittle  Po land , pp. 143-168; S ławom ir M o ź d z i o c h ,  
S ilesia  betw een G niezno and Prague, pp. 169-198; M arek D u l i n i c z, M azovia  
in  the 10th C entury , pp. 199-220). The au thors em phasise d ifferences between  
various Polish  regions, draw  attention  to foreign in fluence (o f Baltic countries in 
Pom eran ia, H ungarians in a part o f  Little Poland, R uthen ia in M azovia, bu t they 
question  the opin ion  that southern Poland was under strong Czech in fluence) and 
stress the P iasts ’ endeavours to unite the country (construction  o f  n ew  castle - 
tow ns). T eresa  R y s i e w s k a  (S tructures o f  K inship  P reserved  in C em eteries , pp. 
2 79 -301 ) poin ts out that traces o f  Polan ians ’ settlem ent have been d iscovered  in 
the m ain  cen tres o f the Sandom ierz region and M azovia thanks to an tropological 
reserach  (exam ination  o f  skulls). M ichał K a r a  and M arek K r ą p i e c  (The  
P oss ib ilities  o f  D eterm in ing Dates by the D endrochronolog ica l M ethod  and the Sta te
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