
JEWS OF POLAND AND LITHUANIA

13TH -  17TH CENTURIES

For the first several hundred years of the Common Era, Jewish
settlements developed all along the coast of Asia Minor and on the Greek
mainland.Gradually Jewish communities then spread to the Balkans and to
the Crimean peninsula. As persecutions from the Eastern Roman Empire
increased, Jews began to settle further along the Danube River and deeper
into Crimea. From there they carried on trade with the inhabitants of the
lands to the north of them, the Slavs.

At this time the Khazars appeared on the scene. In time Judaism spread
among the Khazar population, and religious tolerance reigned. However,
when the Khazar kingdom was defeated by the Muscovite Russians, many
Jews migrated to Ukraine, then part of Russia. Many Jews settled in
particular in Kiev, the most prosperous and progressive Russian town down
to the 13th century. About the middle of the 13th century, the steppes of
Russia were overrun by hordes of Tatars. Much of the population turned
westward, into the Carpathian mountains and beyond. At this point Poland
was being organized into a new state. Here, these eastern Jews were to
mingle with other Jews who were coming into Poland from Western
Europe.

For centuries the territory north of the Danube, and east of the Elbe, had
been inhabited by various Slavic tribes The merchant Jews of the early
Middle Ages made their way across these lands, and a few may possibly
have settled there. Polish rulers relied upon these Jews to increase their
trade, and even entrusted the minting of their money to them. Gradually
German Christian settlers also settled in these provinces. Prussia came
into being at this time, ruled by German settlers who absorbed the Slavs, or
drove them further east. Attempts to fight the German invaders led to the
organization of the Slavs themselves. As for the Jews of Western Europe,
during the Crusades, the Jewish population from the shores of the Rhine



and the Danube rivers sought greater safety. Jewish migration began from
Central Europe into Bohemia and into the various principalities into which
Poland was divided at that time. Thus, two migrations, one from the East,
and one from the West, laid the foundations for what was to become the
Jewry of Eastern Europe. The migration from the west was numerically
larger, and was culturally more important. Thus the Western Jews set the
tone for and gave their language to this rising new community.

The immigrant Jews were welcome in the Lands of the Slavs. They
constituted the active middle class of the towns. In 1264, Boleslav, Duke of
Greater Poland (the region around Posen) in northwestern Poland officially
admitted them to his duchy. Recognizing the advantages which the Jews
brought to his country, helping to establish a growing middle class, he
sought to encourage even more Jews. He issued a highly favorable charter
of privileges to the Jews already within his domain. Therein he regulated
the relations of the Jews with the government, with the Christians, and with
each other. In addition to protecting the Jews against molestation, it laid the
foundations for the existence of independent Jewish communities regulated
by Jewish law.

Then in 1334, Casimir III (the Great) permitted the Jews to settle
throughout the region. Casimir was the ruler over all the principalities into
which Poland had been divided. He reaffirmed the charter of Boleslav and
even added further regulations to safeguard the Jewish population. During
the bubonic plague, the Black Death, there were outbreaks against the
Jews of Poland, similar to those in Germany. Royal protection provided by
the relatively progressive social code, however, prevented these attacks
from becoming too serious. At this time a further immigration of Ashkenazic
Jews took place from Germany, as this was the century of numerous
expulsions from German cities. Poland was the nearest place of refuge.

The greatest immigration of Ashkenazic Jewry followed thereafter in the
14th and 15th centuries. Poland was an agricultural country divided into
large estates which belonged to the nobility. The soil was cultivated by
serfs. In the 12th and 13th centuries commerce was at a low level



compared to Germany.  Christian German immigrants had organized
themselves into guilds and monopolized artisanship. Jews, therefore, had
to wage a constant struggle for their own right to engage in most trades.
The only avenue open to them to acquire any wealth was through
commercial trade or tax farming. Despite the efforts of their competitors to
limit their activities, Jews gradually  become indispensable to the economic
life of the country.

The relationship between the rulers and the Jews, compared to
conditions elsewhere in Europe, was a good one. The Jews enjoyed
relative peace and prosperity. They were allowed a great deal of autonomy,
and the kahal with its leaders and the rabbinate had considerable power.
The various kehilot, at the behest of the king, organized themselves into
regional confederations which were united under one umbrella organization
embracing all of Poland. The lay leaders, plus members of the rabbinate,
who belonged to this organization would meet at periodic intervals to
discuss common problems. They also issued promulgations, called
takanos, which would be binding on the populace.

At first only three regions belonged to the Council - Greater Poland
(Posen and the surrounding area), Lesser Poland (Cracow and its
surroundings), and Red Russia (Eastern Galicia). It was called the Council
of Three Lands. Later Volhynia and Lithuania also joined, and it became
known as the Council of Five Lands. In 1623 Lithuania seceded from the
Council and founded its own Council of the Land, or Vaad
HaMedina).Thenceforth, the organization was known as the Council of the
Four Lands (Vaad Arba HaAratzos). This organization lasted until 1664
when it was dissolved by Stanislav Augustus, the last king of Poland.

Polish culture in those days had not yet caught up with the culture of the
peoples to the West. The Jews, however, had come from communities in
which learning had been a tradition for many centuries. Although the years
of terror which had preceded their departure from Germany had given a
decided setback to their intellectual activity, those who wandered into
Poland during the 13th and 14th centuries were, nevertheless, on a higher



cultural level than the Poles. This situation remained unchanged for
numerous centuries and had an extraordinary influence on the history of
the Jewish people.

There were two types of people, neither completely native to Poland,
who objected to the presence of Jews and Judaism. On the one hand, the
German merchants and artisans, who had also been introduced into the
land for the purpose of establishing a middle class, saw in the Jews
challenging competitors. In fact, it was partly to protect the Jews against
attack by these German settlers that Boleslav had issued his charter. On
the other hand, the Catholic Church found the privileges granted to the
Jews to be most distasteful. In reply to the charter, a Church council was
held in Breslau in 1267, and there a number of resolutions were adopted.
The attempt was made to introduce into Poland all the restrictions on
Jewish life which had developed in Western Europe during the previous
thousand years.

In the first battle for restricting Jewish rights, the clergy and the Christian
merchants in the towns had been defeated by the broad-minded policy of
Casimir the Great. But these two bastions of Polish society continued their
bitter and relentless fight to win over the government. They also were
determined to prejudice the lower classes against their Jewish neighbors.
They used the familiar method of arousing the fears of the ignorant. An
avalanche of accusations was let loose by the clergy. Jews were accused
of blaspheming against Christianity, desecrating the Host, and the infamous
blood libel, murdering Christian children in order to use their blood for ritual
purposes. The townspeople gladly joined in the ensuing riots which
resulted from these charges.

Much of the fate of the Jews of Poland was tied up with the nature of the
Polish government. Early in the 14th century, the various provinces into
which the land was divided were joined under one king. These kings, being
strong, were able to withstand the pressure from the enemies of the Jews.
Towards the end of the 14th century, Jagello, grand duke of Lithuania,
married the heiress to the Polish throne. He then became a Catholic and



started a new dynasty. Thus Lithuania and Poland were united. In order to
establish himself more firmly, Jagello yielded to some extent to the clamor
of the clergy against the Jews. His successors fortunately were less willing
to restrict Jewish activity, and only did so when they were politically weak.

Jews had migrated into Lithuania at the same time as into Poland,
though in smaller numbers. Lithuanian Jews, though, consisted of a larger
proportion of Crimean Jews. In 1496 the grand duke of Lithuania, brother
and heir of the king of Poland, suddenly decided to expel the Jews from his
land. Most likely the clergy held up before him the example of Ferdinand
and Isabella of Spain, the greatest rulers of their day. Within a few years
the grand duke became King of Poland and Lithuania. Since he was no
longer so dependent upon the clergy, or because he had a broader view of
the entire situation, he recognized how helpful the Jews were to Polish
economic life. He now realized that Lithuania would also benefit from the
Jews, so he therefore granted them permission to return to their former
homes.

Two factors strengthened the forces opposed to the Jews during the
16th century. The spread of Protestantism from nearby Prussia frightened
the clergy. They responded by arguing that Protestants and Jews were one
and the same. They then intensified their accusations against Jews and
Judaism. In the second place, concentration of land in the hands of the
wealthier nobles had brought about an impoverished noble class into being.
These noblemen, having nothing left but their pride, resented the economic
security of the Jews. In the Upper House of the Polish Parliament the
dissatisfied nobles exercised a certain amount of political influence.
Combined with the clergy, and with the envious townsmen, they threatened
the foundations of Jewish existence.

Against this background Polish Jews took up the task of Jewish living.
The centuries from the 13th - 16th centuries were a period of adjustment
and growth. By the 16th century, Polish Jewry had attained a full grown life
and a character of its own.



The Jewish community was called the Kahal. It had its president, the
Rosh HaKahal, and its trustees, the Gabbaim. It had charity funds, its
synagogue, its ritual bath, and its combined hospital and home for the
aged. The Polish government supported a strong Kahal and granted it
permission to manage its own affairs. The Jews were even relied upon to
collect their own taxes. On the one hand, this system prevented the
government from interfering in the affairs of the Jewish community.
However, it also led the Kahal to become an aristocracy of wealth. Since
the wealthy people paid most of the taxes, they stood at the head of the
community. However, these taxes were levied upon the Jews of individual
cities in a lump sum. Those who headed the community then had the
power to determine how much each member of the Kahal should pay.
Numerous individuals resented this monetary power which the Kahal had
upon them.

While Jews were not forced to live in ghettos, they preferred to live near
one another, and to conduct their lives according to Jewish tradition. The
charters granted them by various Polish kings gave them the right to even
regulate their business life according to Talmudic law. They followed their
own judicial system and appointed their own judges, dayyanim, who were
considered to be communal officials. The heads of the Kahal enforced the
decisions of the judges, and if necessary, called upon the Polish
government to help enforce the law. It was within the Kahal’s power to
impose and execute flogging, imprisonment, and, as a last resort,
excommunication. They could not impose the death penalty, though,

The first well known Talmudic scholar who resided permanently in
Poland was R. Moshe MIntz (1415-1485) who served as the rav of Posen.
Very little is known about the rabbanim who laid the groundwork for Torah
scholarship in this country. Most of what we do know comes from random
references in the works of later great scholars. The first rav of Brisk in the
15th century was R. Yechiel Luria, and R. Kalman Vermaisa was the rav of
Lemberg (1518-1560). R. Asher and R. Moshe Storch and R. Yitzchak
Shapira were rabbis in Cracow, and R. Yaakov Pollak (c1530) was rav in
Lublin. R. Pollak is credited with introducing a novel method of Torah



exposition called pilpul - which soon became very popular in the Polish
yeshivot.

The yeshivot of the early period up to the Cossack revolution in 1648
played a great role in Jewish life. Great prestige was attached to the post of
Rosh Yeshiva. The posts of Rav and Av Beis Din were usually held by
different individuals. For example, R. Yom Tov Lipman Heller (author of
Tosefos Yom Tov) left the rabbinate of Ludmir in 1644 to serve as the Rosh
Yeshiva in Cracow. This occurred at the same time as the Pnei Yehoshua
(R. Yehoshua ben Yosef) served as rav in Cracow.

The 15th and 16th centuries proved to be formative years for Polish
Jewry, and for European Jewry in general. During this period the Shulchan
Aruch was codified, and its wide acceptance by the scholarly community
was effected. The Roshei Yeshiva charted the course by which Talmud
scholarship was to take over the next few centuries. All later works would
put an indelible stamp on the thought processes of generations to come.
Once the Shulchan Aruch was accepted as the ultimate authority in
halacha, the interpretation of this codex began to occupy the focus of the
scholarly community. In a short period of time, the classic commentaries of
the Shulchan Aruch were written and gained everlasting status in the study
of halacha.


