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Preface

(Wprowadzenie)

The idea to investigate the vast topic of the synagogues in the Bialystok region was born at the beginning of the 1980’s.  The main effort was to research the materials, photographs, descriptions and reconstruction of objects that were little known or almost completely unknown.  Polish archives were searched extensively.  Some of the material was obtained through queries in Israel (Yad Vashem, Beth Hatefutsoth and others).  A useful source was the archives of the Building Commission of the Grodno Province, stored in Grodno.  To some extent, materials from YIVO Institute in New York were used.  Useful information came through the author’s exchange of letters with former citizens of this part of Europe, Polish Jews today living elsewhere in the world.  The author would also like to acknowledge help that came from older inhabitants of the Bialystok region, as well as Catholic and Orthodox priests who assisted in collecting oral recollections, drawings, sketches and plans.  The author would also like to thank the experts in the field of synagogue architecture, Dawid Dawidowicz and Mosze Verbin (Israel) for their helpful comments, as well as many other persons whose names could not all possibly be mentioned.  The one person whose name cannot be ignored is Jaroslaw Wojtach, the author of all the drawings.  Throughout the years of cooperation he was always patient and full of understanding.  This work would not be possible without Jarosław Wojtach, who is really its co-author.

Introduction

(Wstęp)

The oldest evidence of the presence of Jews in the land of Poland is the record in the Czech chronicles of Kosmas.   It is mentioned that in 1097/9, after anti-Jewish hostility spread among Christians by the Crusaders, a group of Jews from Prague arrived in Poland.  At the turn of the 14th and the 15th century, the Jewish population numbered around 3,000.  At the end of the 16th century there were already about 150,000 Jews.  At that time Poland, as well as Turkey and Holland, became an asylum for Jews.  In the middle of the 17th century in Poland there were between 300,000-500,000 Jews.  It then became the largest, intellectually most active and lively Jewish center in the world.  The Bialystok region truly became “the heart of European Jewry”.  According to Antoni Sujkowski (The Geography of Old Poland, Warzsawa, 1921) the Grodno Province (which included large parts of the Bialystok region) was then inhabited by 350,000 Jews. This gave it the highest percentage of Jewish population: 17.4%.  Elsewhere the percentage of Jews in particular provinces was as follows: Vilno Province – 13.3%, Vitebsk – 11.7%, Minsk – 16%, Mohylev – 12.1%, Volhyn – 13.2%, Podole – 12.3%, Kiev – 12.2%, while in the Kingdom of Poland – 13.5%.

The Meaning of the Term “Bialystok Region”

(Wyjaśnienie pojęcia Białostocczyzna”)

This work concerns synagogues and Jewish houses of prayer from the area of the present Białystock Region (Voivodship –“wojewódz-two”), which was created as a result of the administrative division in 1975.  It should be stressed that the Region is somewhat artificially created and does not correspond to the historical lands of Podlasie, Mazovia and Lithuania.  In the historical perspective, at the beginning of the 16th century, the time of the first group settling of the Jews. “Białostocczyzna” (the Białystok Region) was located on the border – land between Lithuania and Korona (the Crown – Poland), as the Troki and Nowogródek Voivodships belonged to Lithuania, while the Podlaskie Voivodship belonged to Korona.  The site of the future town of Białystok was exactly on the border between Poland and Lithuania.  The river Biala and its tributary, the Dolistowka, upon which Białystok was to be located divided the area into two historical lands.

The Białystok Region during the Old Poland period was a conglomerate of lands of various traditions and really came into existence as a result of divisions after the partitions of Poland.  Within the Grodno Province, the co-called Obwod Białostocki (Białystok District) was formed, largely corresponding to the area called 

“Białostocczyzna” and the present Białystok Region (Województwo Bialostockie).

Beth Knesset,

Beth Midrasz, Klaus

(Synagoga, Dom Modlitwy)

Throughout the ages the Jewish place of prayer frequently changed its name, depending on the country.  The names had various interpretations. In Hebrew, they were “Beth Knesset” (Meeting House) and “Beth Midrash” (House of Study).  In Polish the equivalents were “glówna bóżnica” (main synagogue), “szkoła żydowska” (Jewish school), “dom modiltzy” (house of prayer) and “przyszkółek” (school annex).  Other names were also in use, such as Latin “schola Judeorum”, or German “Judenshule”, and others.  Hassidim synagogues were usually called “Klaus” or “Hasidim Sztibl”.

Large numbers of names for Jewish sacral objects resulted from their multifunctional quality; the synagogue was a place for religious services, meetings, community disputes and also served as the location of Kahal, the Jewish court.  Occasionally, it was even used as a prison.

In this work the word “bóżnica” (synagogue) is used to refer to a Jewish place of religious observance; the Jewish community is called “kahal” (depending on size and social structure: “gmina żydowska”, “kahałek” or “przykahałek”).

Synagogue Complex

(Kompleks synagogalny)

Every Jewish community required a synagogue, washhouse and cemetery, though it happened that certain Jewish settlements did not have their own cemeteries.  For example, Jews of Łapy were buried at the cemetery in Suraż, Jews of Supraśl in Białystok, while those from Hajnówka were buried in the Jewish cemetery in Narewka.

With the increase in importance of the community, other institutions appeared, such as hospitals, homes for the aged, orphanages, Rabin’s court, or administrative center. They were usually housed in separate buildings.  As a result of religious divisions among Jews, in one settlement or town, two new and different religious centers appeared (e.g. Białystok: Szulhof and Chorszul synagogues) as well as Hassidim, guilds, or private houses of prayer.

The complex of institutions around a synagogue had its origins in the medieval system that required people of the same background and profession to settle in a specific district.  Hence, in many towns of the Białystok Region throughout history, streets existed next to each other named “Jewish”, “Israelite” or “School”. A small square, which served as a market next to the synagogue and other kahal institutions, usually marked the center of the district.

Rabbis, Cantors, and the Faithful

(Rabini, kantorzy, modlący się) 

The rabbi was the main kahal personality.  In larger Jewish settlements such as Białystok, there were several rabbis, but only one was generally considered to be the most important.  The Czarist census of 1897 indicated within the Białystok Region that the occupation of 65 individuals was religious work, they were either rabbis or their assistants (dajans). The greatest number – as many as 33 – were in the town of Białystok itself.

The cantor sang prayers and other religious hymns.  He usually was not paid, unless the community was sizable.  In Białystok many synagogues invited famous cantors, even from faraway locations, offering them generous fees for their services.  Some synagogues had choirs run by cantors.

The life of every Jew inhabiting the Białystok Region, as well as other parts of Poland until 1939, had its rhythm organized around two different types of activities: religious matters and the daily struggle for survival.  The Białystok Jew would visit the synagogue even in the most difficult of times.  They were religious people, and synagogues were attended by Orthodox as well as progressive Jews, socialists, or even Bundists.

Basic Parts of a Synagogue

(Podstawowe części bóżnicy)

The main elements in a synagogue are the Aron HaKodesh (equivalent of an altar) and the Bimah (equivalent of a pulpit).  They constitute the integral and indispensable parts of each synagogue, corresponding to places in the ancient temples where objects such as menorahs or tables for bread were kept.  Aron HaKodesh is the shrine of the Holy Ark, the amin – prayer hall where the faithful assembled.

In the closet of the Aron HaKodesh, the Scrolls of the Law were kept. The Bimah was usually a freestanding raised platform surrounded with a balustrade and four pillars.

The other element of a synagogue, dating from the 16th century, was “pulisz” – entrance hall used as courtroom, meeting hall for the Kahal authorities, etc.

The main prayer hall was accessible only for men (unless it was a reformed synagogue, but such did not exist in the Białystok region).  Women remained in side halls or separate galleries.  We also know of synagogues entirely for men, the more orthodox ones as in Białystok or Boćki.

Objects of Religious Observance in Synagogues

(Synagogalia)

Many synagogues in the Białystok region contained wonderful collections of religious objects.  Apart from the most lavishly decorated Aron HaKosesh and Bimah, each synagogue contained many other smaller items of religious observances, such as embroidered prayer garments or Pentateuch scrolls containing the Manuscript of the Torah.  Synagogues of well-off communities had collections of silver items.  The artificial light came from elaborately shaped menorahs or other candlesticks.  Some prayer books were masterpieces of calligraphy and bookbinding.  Collection boxes were often of exceptional beauty.  A permanent element of each synagogue was a Shofar, the sound of which called the Jewish people on the Rosh HaShanah holiday.  The most elaborate collections of synagogue objects were held in the synagogues in Tykocin, Białystok, Krynki and Siemiatycze.  Unfortunately, most of these beautiful and priceless items were destroyed during the Second World War.  Today only the interior elements of the synagogue in Tykocin can be fully appreciated, thanks to the preserved photographs of Szymon Zajczyk and Jan Glinka. They are held in the Arts Institute of the Polish Academy of Sciences in Warsaw, as well as in the author’s private collection.

Building Regulations

(Przepisy budowlane)

The building of new synagogues was restricted by many regulations.  In the historical period of old Poland the Roman Catholic Church often required the newly constructed synagogues to be placed far from the church, so as not to outdo the church in size and magnificence.  After the Partitions of Poland, the Czarist administration enacted a number of rules concerning the construction of new synagogues.  After 1835, the governor issued building permits.  In places where there where fewer than 30 Jewish houses only one synagogue was allowed to exist.  In 1844 regulations were passed concerning the location of synagogues.   Construction was not permitted on the streets where an Orthodox Church existed or was planned to be built.  The minimal distances between these different religious institutions were precisely established.  The Tzar Nicholas proclaimed the most detailed regulations in 1850, summing up the legal work restricting the construction of synagogues.

The Study of Synagogue Architecture in Poland

(Stan badań nad architekturą bóżnic)

Synagogue architecture became an object of systematic studies in Poland at the end of the 19th century.  A number of authors wrote on this subject M. Bersohn, Z. Gloger, K. Moklowski, A. Szyszko-Bohusz, M. Bałaban, Sas-Zubrzycki, and in the period between the two World Wars – Prof. Oskar Sosnowski, Szymon Zajczyk, Jan Glinka and others.  In the inter-war period the study group under Prof. Sosnowski, from the Institute of Polish Architecture in Warsaw, worked on a large monography on the subject of synagogue architecture.  The outbreak of the Second World War put a dramatic end to these attempts.  Zajczyk, Sosnowski and many others were killed during the War.  Almost all synagogues were destroyed, as well as most photographs and archives.  Fortunately, some photographic and inventory materials remained.  On the basis of the remaining materials, in 1957, Mria and Kazimierz Piechotka published their book devoted entirely to Polish wooden synagogues – certainly the best book ever published on the subject.  The authors have announced their intention to publish a book on Polish brick synagogues.  Their book is a real monument to the material culture of Polish Jews.  

