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Introduction

Jewish forms of settlement and their meaning

Joachim Schlör

The function of this introduction is to present some ideas about Jewish forms of 
settlement and their meaning. When I use the term “meaning”, I want to say, basically, that 
a house or a street or a city quarter is more than just a house, street or quarter. There is a 
reason, and mostly more than one, for a house to be built in a certain way; there are more 
functions connected with a street than just a thoroughfare and transport (for example, that 
one can freely walk on it without being attacked), and the specifics of an urban quarter 
cannot be measured only in length, width or density, but also in terms of the feeling of 
belonging or in terms of certain social, cultural or religious rules and practices.

The research of Jewish forms of settlement – a historical reconstruction, as well 
as the analysis of its representation in art or literature – seems to be, in my view, a 
good approach in building a bridge between the two main fields of research in Jewish 
studies: forms of settlement reflect both the inner discourse on questions of spirituality, 
thought and belief, and subjects of an outer narrative about the relationship between 
Jews and Jewish communities with the non-Jewish world. The whole wide field 
can only be covered through a close and systematic inter-disciplinary co-operation. 
Historical debates about the forms of settlement, living, movement in space, and 
discussions about the borderlines between “public” and “private” spaces, or about 
certain constructs such as “ghetto”, “Jewish quarter”, “Jewish street” or “shtetl”, 
contain and produce information both about the inner aspects of laws and the way 
they are observed (or not), and about the outer aspects of a given place.

In his Judensiedlungen in mittelalterlichen Städten Südwestdeutschlands Helmut 
Veitshans asked the question, “Can the Jewish settlements inside of cities help us to 
draw conclusions about the meaning and function of Jews in urban life; in other words, 
is the Jewish settlement an expression of the legal, economical, social and political 
position of the Jews in an urban community?”� The question implies that the analysis 
of any form of settlement – in the city or in the countryside, founded by the free will 

�  Veitshans H., Kartographische Darstellung der Judensiedlungen der schwäbischen Reichs-
städte und der württembergischen Landstädte im Mittelalter. Arbeiten zum historischen Atlas 
von Südwestdeutschland (Stuttgart: 1970): 1.
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of a community or given to a community by the powers, in close neighbourhood or 
widely dispersed – can tell us more than concrete facts, such as population density, 
occupational structure or historical development. To continue Veitshans’ question, can 
the analysis of forms of settlement help us to draw conclusions about the aspects of 
inner life of a given community, about its self-image, its relationship to the place of 
residence on one hand, and to the other, ever-present, ever-absent place – Jerusalem, 
Zion, Eretz Israel – on the other hand?�

The variety of Jewish forms of living, which resulted from many different ways, 
in which Jews tried to live in harmony with the Jewish laws, and also in accordance 
with the laws and conditions of the outside world, – this variety constitutes our field 
of research as a mosaic of differences. There is no single form of Jewish settlement. It 
means that the outer form of houses, streets and quarters is more than just the everyday-
life backside of a bigger, universal, unchanging unit such as religion; daily experiences 
of a life under so many different conditions have indeed contributed, in their variety, to 
the processes of changes in law and religion. At the same time, the search for the right 
way to observe the laws under so many different conditions substantially influenced the 
manifold ways in which Jews built houses, used streets, and lived in certain forms of 
settlement. Certain elements of communal life are universal: a cemetery, a synagogue, 
a house of learning, a ritual bath, a courthouse, a slaughterhouse, a school – all of them 
are established, wherever Jews live. But this “wherever” is indeed important.

The different perception and use of space is not just a theme for literature. Its 
research in the context of European-Jewish history requires knowledge of the laws 
laid down in the Talmud or later basic texts such as the Shulkhan Arukh by Joseph 
Caro; it requires knowledge about the historical and political conditions that result 
in practical alterations or adaptations in the style of building, as well as in religious 
practice, as a wide range of minhagey ha-makom (local customs) can show us. On 
the historical and sociological level we also need to study the archives, from police 
regulations to planning offices. One could say that in the confrontation of these two 
different coordinate systems lies the spatial dimension of Jewish history. To put it 
differently, in the space-centred description of the relationship between the Jewish 
law and the laws of the surrounding world we can find the “place” of Jewish history 
in Europe. This is especially true regarding the example of the eruv. A certain space, 
which during the week has the same appearance and the same function for Jews and 
non-Jews, on the Sabbath changes its meaning for the Jews because of the Jewish law, 
whereas for their non-Jewish neighbours it does not. We have very interesting examples 
from the Polish lands occupied by Prussia after 1795 and 1815, when reformers from 
Berlin came to these eastern regions and decided to start modernisation with the 

�  See Pinthus A., Die Judensiedlungen der deutschen Städte. Eine stadtbiologische Studie. Diss. 
Th. (Hannover: 1931).
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destruction of city walls – not knowing that in this process they also destroyed the 
existing eruvs.� In this situation the traditional communities had to decide whether 
they should accept this change, forget about the eruv and throw themselves into the 
processes of acculturation and assimilation – or if they should resist the temptation and 
stay behind the old borders and partitions, in order to preserve their Jewish identity. 
The eruv has a space-constructing function, but in such a situation it turns into the 
proof-stone for the future of a community and its religious orientation. This shows, 
I would argue, that it is impossible to talk about houses, streets, neighbourhoods and 
quarters without respecting the religious and cultural dimensions they contain – and 
it is also impossible, or at least not very useful, to treat and describe Judaism as 
“placeless”. The forms of mixtures mentioned in the Talmudic tractate Eruvin have a 
topographical dimension. The difficulties arising for “a Jew who is part of the practical 
life”, as Wilhelm Nowack has put it,� to observe the laws and at the same time to find 
a practical way to do so, are typical for the situation of any Jewish community and its 
individual members throughout the centuries – and even more so in times of change 
and modernisation. Debates about the maintaining of an eruv can be read as symbolic 
for the direction that a Jewish community will take in the future.

Let us discuss the notion of borders. The partition between Jews and non-Jews, if 
we leave Eastern Europe for a while, is an oft-described issue in Venice. An official 
note turns the historical and literary figure of the creation of a ghetto into the prototype 
of a certain kind of perception. What happens when a secular power forces the Jews 
in the space controlled by it to live in a certain, well-defined area? What kind of urban 
topography do we find? Where are the borders or zones of contact? For more than three 
centuries Jews “commuted” between the country and the lagoon; their life situation 
was determined by an ongoing process of attraction and rejection. The decision of 
the Venice Senate of March 29, 1516 creates a new quality in this relationship: “All 
Jews have to reside in the complex of houses which can be found in the ghetto near 
San Girolamo, and so that they do not walk around the whole night, there will be two 
gates: one on the side of Ghetto Vecchio, where there is a small bridge, and one on the 
other side. Each gate has to be opened every morning with the sound of the Marangona 
bell, and closed again every evening at midnight by four Christian watchmen who will 
have to be hired and paid by the Jews for this work and entitled to a prize that Our 
Collegium finds appropriate.”� This exact topographic description has set an example 
for so many “ghettos” in the following centuries; and the opening of the walls, some 

�  This is discussed at length in Schlör J., Das Ich der Stadt. Debaten über Judentum und 
Urbanität, 1822–1938 (Göttingen: 2005). 
�  Nowack W., Die Mischna. Text, Übersetzung und ausführliche Erklärung, mit eingehenden 
geschichtlichen und sprachlichen Einleitungen (Gießen: 1926): 1.
�  Gallimani R., Die Kaufleute von Venedig. Die Geschichte der Juden in der Löwenrepublik 
(München: 1990): 67.
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280 years later, has become an icon for the idea of liberation: the ghetto existed until 
Napoleon’s troops reached Venice. On Messidor 19, 1797, the provisional municipality 
issued a decree: “In order to demonstrate that there shall be no more partition between 
them and other citizens of the town, those doors which in the past have closed the 
area of the ghetto shall be immediately taken away.”� For the (Christian) majority 
Venice has become a model of a possibility to separate the Jews, and for the Jews 
themselves – of a possibility to survive in separation and to develop inner creativity 
even in the ghetto. This very ambivalent experience has stored the feeling of “living 
in a (virtual) ghetto” in Jewish memory for many centuries to come. 

Today the notion of “ghetto” is nothing but negative. It has become the keyword 
for separation and restriction of contacts between Jews and Christians. Indeed, in the 
20th century the ghettos of Nazi occupation in Poland and Lithuania were the last step 
before deportation and extermination. But Manès Sperber has shown us a different way 
to think about the historical experiences of life in separation. There is certain dialectic 
between forced separation and the development of Jewish identity: “In order to survive 
an oppression which aims at inhuman humiliation, without losing your own dignity, 
you have to fight daily for the right to respect yourself and the group you belong to.”� 
The inhabitants of the enclosed Jewish quarters had to practice this daily, by force, and 
they gathered the strength to live two different forms of existence: one – in the eyes of 
the enemy outside, and the other – among themselves, behind the walls. According to 
Sperber, “mimicry” became the law of Jewish life. It is a provocative thesis that this 
kind of “mimicry” should contain an element of freedom, because from the outside it 
merely served as a confirmation of prejudice. However, in the words of Sperber, “Herded 
together in a narrow space, usually close to stinking sewers and disgusting heaps of 
manure, in small lanes where the sun never shone, they lived, worked, and prayed 
under the protection of smaller or bigger powers. In the Jewish street, the outcasts re-
personalised themselves.”� Between de-personalisation outside, and re-personalisation 
inside and under the “protection” of the ghetto, a person lived two different lives: “Right 
inside of their quarter, closed off by heavy chains whose guardians prevented them from 
entering the city, inside of their own walls the inhabitants of the ghetto were not unhappy 
to be Jews. The harder life was made for them, the more profoundly they believed to be 
actually chosen – and that the arrival of the Messiah would be imminent.”� 

I think that this ambivalent and even contradictory description of the meaning of 
life in separation has been used quite often – and maybe too often without a look at 
the sources of social and cultural history – for descriptions of the shtetl. Life in the 

�  Ibid. 387.
�  Sperber M., “Bis ans Ende aller Tage?”, Churban oder die unfaßbare Gewißheit. Essays 
(München: 1983): 17.
�  Ibid.
�  Ibid. 18.
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shtetl has been researched and described by Mark Zborowski and Elizabeth Herzog 
in an anthropological study “Life is with People”.10 The starting point here is religion, 
or rather religious practice which leads to a certain form of life, a certain life-cycle, 
and certain forms of belonging – and the spatial expressions they find. The research of 
these expressions gives insight into the relationship between the “inner” and “outer” 
constitutions: where is the synagogue? Where are the other institutions? What is 
their relationship to the order and system of the whole place? Are there any secular 
laws to be followed in building, placement and forms of forced distance or possible 
neighbourhoods? Of course we know that the picture delivered by Zborowski and 
Herzog is an idealised one. But the romanticism or folklorisation of the shtetl images 
has its own history and its own literature, a field of research in its own right. In his 
memoirs Sperber describes the idea of the Hassids in his shtetl of Zablotów that 
one day they will cross the gap to Eretz Israel on a bridge made of cigarette paper. 
When researchers have discovered that indeed there was a cigarette paper factory in 
Zablotów, what implications could be drawn from that? What is real? And what is 
the relationship between the two realities?

The last aspect I would like to talk about is a special relationship between modern 
Jews and the modern city. Not only in Western Europe, but also in Central and Eastern 
Europe Jewish life in the 19th and 20th centuries has been heavily urbanised, with 
Odessa, Warsaw and Lódź  as just a few examples besides Berlin, Budapest or New 
York. Statistician Jakob Lestshinsky in 1929 celebrates the “urban” peculiarity of the 
Jews: “The revolution in technique and industry which in the course of the 19th century 
changed the face of the entire world, has created new means of transport, has created 
new connections between faraway places of the earth, has transferred the centre of 
economical life from the countryside to the city and has made the urban classes the 
main carriers of human history – this revolution has also brought with it the spreading 
of Jews all over the world, their urbanisation and concentration in compact masses.” 
And he continues: “The urban revolution has heightened the influence of this oldest 
and already heavily urbanised nation in Europe, has opened the widest possibilities 
for the financial and commercial potentials and experiences stored in Jewry, and has 
created a mightily expanded field for Jewish mobility, mental alertness and activity. 
After hundreds of years in which the Jews had to live the miserable life of a foreign 
urban people among native, long-established, immobile peoples, who were bound 
to their fields from which they earned their living – after so many years the Jewish 
nation has finally found itself in the modern city, in its own element, in its particular 
circle of action.”11 Only in the big cities, Lestshinsky argues, can Jews develop a 

10  Zborowski M., Herzog E., Life is with People. The Culture of the Shtetl, introduction by 
Margaret Mead (New York: 1962).
11  Lestschinsky, J., “Die Umsiedlung und Umschichtung des jüdischen Volkes im Laufe des 
letzten Jahrhunderts“, Weltwirtschaftliches Archiv, vol. 30/II, 1929: 123–156; 124.
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feeling of not only equality and emancipation, but also “home” (Heimatlichkeit): 
the occupations that Jews had been accustomed to, long despised, suddenly became 
precious and important, life around them became “more Jewish” (verjüdischt): mobile, 
active, adaptable, changing, flowing. The “dynamic figure” of the Jewish trader, a 
foreign figure in the countryside, becomes a harmonic appearance on the city streets, 
and everyone wants to be like him. We find similar celebrations of life in a big city in 
the writings of Arthur Ruppin – and we know that this hope for harmonic integration 
into urban life was far too optimistic. Still, I would suggest this area as a new field 
of research. Much has been said about hatred for the city, about an aversion towards 
urban life in European cultures, in Germany, Poland or France. Time has arrived for 
the studies about love for the city, or more generally, about the emotions attached to 
places, smaller or bigger.

With the rise of the Zionist movement, new concepts of the Jewish forms of 
settlement have been developed. In Eretz Israel, the kvutza and kibbutz have become 
new icons for an independent Jewish life, free from the restrictions of the Diaspora 
past, and the city of Tel-Aviv has become an embodiment of the Hebrew revival.12 
However, a closer look might show us that even in Israel the dialectic tension between 
the inside and the outside has not been solved yet. (What is the relationship between 
a kibbutz and the neighbouring Arab villages, or between Tel-Aviv and Jaffa – not 
to mention Jerusalem?) In Europe, on the other hand, with the end of communism 
and the foundation of new Jewish communities and institutions, new questions have 
arisen. What is this revitalisation about in terms of space? There is a phenomenon of 
re-creation of Jewish space in Cracow’s Kazimierz or in Berlin’s Scheunenviertel, 
which has been called a “virtually Jewish” space already.13 And whereas it seemed 
that the processes of integration and even assimilation were irrevocable at least in the 
West, we read the news about North London’s orthodox Jewish communities who want 
to create a new eruv around their settlements in the British capital. Our understanding 
of the world is still an understanding of space and place. This conference has shown 
how important it is, and will be in the future, to study the many different aspects of 
this relationship between Jewish religion, history and culture and their reflection in 
the manifold forms of settlement.

12  Schlör J., Tel-Aviv. From Dream to City (London: 1999).
13  Gruber R. E., Virtually Jewish. Reinventing Jewish Culture in Europe (Berkeley et al.: 2002).



The Jewish living space in  
the Grand Duchy of Lithuania:  

tendencies and ways of its formation*

Jurgita Šiaučiūnaitė-Verbickienė

The present article is an attempt to join the scholars analysing the Jewish living 
space in Eastern Europe in various respects. For some time already, among the forms 
of former Jewish settlement in towns, the shtetl and its environment has received 
most attention, different interpretations and sentimental assessment.� In the latest 
research, having coped with the peculiar historical memory of the shtetl formed 
by sentimental nostalgia and traumatising events, this phenomenon is increasingly 
treated through the reflection on historical reality, referring to demythologisation of 
the shtetl or its transformations in the Soviet period. However, in many cases in the 
research of the Jewish living space the attention is focused on the 19th century and 
later periods. The advance in the research of history, urban planning, architecture and 
social topography of Lithuanian cities and towns have enabled us to contribute to 
the studies of the Jewish living space in the Grand Duchy of Lithuania (hereinafter –  
GDL) before the end of the 18th century.� Though in this context the place of the 

*  The English translation was made by Aušra Simanavičiūtė.
�  In this context I will mention just several works by the authors representing different views:  
Zborowski M., Herzog E., Life Is with People: The Culture of the Shtetl (New York: 1995); Teller A., 
“The Shtetl as an Arena for Polish-Jewish Integration in the Eighteenth Century”, Polin, 
17 (Oxford: 2004); Klier J., “Polish Stetls under Russian Rule, 1772–1914”, Polin, 17 
(Oxford: 2004); Roskies D. K, Roskies D.G., The Shtetl Book. An Introduction to East Eu-
ropean Jewish Life and Lore, second, revised edition (New York: 1979); Orla-Bukowska A.,  
“Shtetl Communities: Another Image”, Polin, 8 (London / Washington: 1994); Bergman E., 
“Jüdische Städte und Bezirke in Polen in der Zeit vom 15. bis zum 19. Jahrhundert”, Wiener 
Jahrbuch für Jüdische Geschichte, Kultur und Museumwesen, 5 (2000–2001); Зельцер А., 
Евреи советской провинции: Витебск и местечки 1917–1941 (Москва: 2006).  
�  Meilus E., Žemaitijos Kunigaikštystės miesteliai. XVII a. antra pusė – XVIII a. Raida, gyven-
tojai, amatai, prekyba (Vilnius: 1997); idem, “Žemaitijos Kunigaikštystės miestų ir miestelių 
gaisrų liustracija”, Lietuvos miestų istorijos šaltiniai, 2 (Vilnius: 1992); Miškinis A., Vakarų 
Lietuvos miestai ir miesteliai, vol. III, book I (Vilnius: 2004); idem, “Lietuvos urbanistikos pavel-
das ir jo vertybės”, vol. II, Rytų Lietuvos miestai ir miesteliai, book I (Vilnius: 2005); Šešelgis K.,  
Lietuvos urbanistikos istorijos bruožai (nuo seniausių laikų iki 1918 m.) (Vilnius: 1996); Baliulis A.,  
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Jews in the local space and its influence on the processes of urbanisation is already 
frequently discussed, attempts to reveal the tendencies of formation of the Jewish 
living space itself are rare. On the other hand, there are no extensive studies specially 
addressing the tendencies of separation of the Jewish living space in Lithuania,� and 
generalising the existing conclusions of research in local history and urban planning 
related with this problem.  

The aim of this article is to distinguish the forms of the Jewish living space in 
the GDL, to establish the factors that influenced their formation and variations in the 
broad chronological period from the settlement of Jews (the late 14th century�) till the 
late 18th century. It is possible to raise this problem only taking into account its two 
immediately related aspects. First is the analysis of the situation of a city or town and 
the localisation of Jews in the urbanistic landscape. This aspect related with social 

Milulionis S., Miškinis A., Trakų miestas ir pilys. Istorija ir architektūra (Vilnius: 1991); Rimša E.,  
Lietuvos Didžiosios Kunigaikštystės miestų antspaudai (Vilnius: 1999), and many other studies; 
Gudavičius E., Miestų atsiradimas Lietuvoje (Vilnius: 1991).
�  In many cases some hints at the building of the Jewish living space in the GDL can be found 
in studies devoted to the history of Jews in the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, e.g. Pie-
chotkowie M., K., „Dzielnice Żydowskie w strukturże przestrzennej miast Polskich”, Żydzi w 
dawnej rzeczypospolicie (Wrocław / Warszawa / Kraków: 1991); Goldberg J., “De Non Toleran-
dis Iudaeis. On the Introduction of the Anti-Jewish Laws into Polish Towns and the Struggle 
Against Them”, Yeivin Sh. (ed.), Studies in Jewish History (Merhavia: 1974); Piechotka K., M.,  
Heaven‘s gates. Wooden Synagogue in the Territories of the Former Polish–Lithuanian Com-
monwealth (Warsaw: 2004). As a separate object of research, the Jewish living space in the GDL 
is chosen relatively seldom; see Piechotkowie M., K., „Dzielnica żydowska i Wielka Sinagoga 
w Wilnie”, Lithuania Kwartalnik, 2(3), 1991; Rupeikienė M., Nykstantis kultūros paveldas: 
Lietuvos sinagogų architektūra (Vilnius: 2003); Bardach J., „Żydzi w Birżach radziwiłłowskich 
w XVII–XVIII wieku”, Przegląd historyczny, t. LXXXI, z.1–2 (Warszawa: 1990); Urbaitytė R., 
„Kauno miesto santykiai su žydais 18 amžiuje“, Kauno istorijos metraštis, 5 (Kaunas: 2004). 
In the context of the problem raised, demographic research is very important: Błaszczyk G., 
„Liczebność Żydów na Żmudzi w XVI–XVIII w.”, Biuletyn Żydowskiego instytutu Historyc-
znego w Polsce, 1 (1987),  1–4 (1988), Stampfer S., “The 1764 Census of Polish Jewry”, Annual 
of Bar-Ilan University Studies in Judaica and the Humanities, vol. XXIV–XXV, Studies in the 
History and Culture of East European Jewry (Jerusalem: 1989); idem, “Some Implications of 
Jewish Population Patterns in Pre-Partition Lithuania”, Scripta Hierosolymitana, vol. XXXVIII, 
Teller A. (ed.), Studies in the History of the Jews in Old Poland (Jerusalem: 1998). 
�  The first written source showing the activity of the organised Jewish community in the terri-
tory of the GDL is the privilege of 1388 granted by Grand Duke Vytautas to the Jews of Breść 
(publication of the source see in Лазутка С., Гудавичюс Э., Привилегия евреям Витаутаса 
Великого 1388 года (Москва / Иерусалим: 1993); one year later the privilege was granted 
also to the Grodno community (the text of the privilege is published in Бершадский С., 
Русско-еврейский архив. Документы и материалы для истории евреев в России, 1–2 
(Санкт-Петербург: 1882) т. 1, № 2).
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topography necessarily depends on wider contexts of the problem: the legal position 
of the Jews in the state, its local variations, and the initiatives of town owners and 
citizens or burghers. All this should be recognised as an outer factor contributing to the 
building of the Jewish living space; in Christian environment it was more important 
than the needs of the Jewish community. With regard to the cities of the GDL, the 
research of the Jewish living space ramifies into the research of the effect of society’s 
anti-Jewish initiatives and their influence on the forms of the Jewish living space. 
The second aspect of the research is the regional spread of the Jewish community 
in the state. The conclusions about the trends of Jewish migration and the factors 
determining their choice are particularly urgent, because due to the uneven spread of 
the Jewish community in different regions of the GDL, local conditions of formation 
of the living space were not equal. 

The social development of the community and  
the settlement of Jews in the state

In comparison with other Central and Eastern European countries, in the Lithuanian 
state the first Jewish communities settled relatively late. It is thought that in the late 
14th century, when Witold (Vytautas) the Great granted the first privilege to Jews 
(1388), their communities existed in Breść, Grodno and Troki (Trakai). The settlement 
of Jews in Lithuania chronologically coincided with several crucial processes of 
society’s development, which inevitably influenced the tendencies of the formation 
of the Jewish living space.  

1. In comparison with other European states, the process of Christianisation of 
society was belated (the official Christianisation of the state took place in 1387) and 
slow; in some layers of society it lasted till the early 17th century. A unique thing 
was that the adaptation of society to the Western Christian civilisation and Jewish 
settlement in the state took place in parallel.   

2. Jewish settlement in the GDL in the late 14th century chronologically coincided 
with the final stage of town formation, as well as with the granting of the first privileges 
of the German Magdeburg rights. However, the spread of cities as centres of trade and 
industry that had begun already in the late 14th century, became a general phenomenon 
only in the 16th century (before 1500, only 76 settlements of town type in the entire 
GDL are mentioned in the sources);

3. In the middle of the 14th century, commodity production of crafts began in large 
centres (at that time – only Wilno (Vilnius) and Kernavė,� when the production of a 
craftsman was aimed at a market rather than a closed patrimonial economy; 

�  Gudavičius E., Miestų atsiradimas Lietuvoje 65.
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4. Beginning with the receptive privilege of Witold the Great for the Breść  
community (1388) and, possibly, the privilege regulating local needs for the Grodno 
community, an impetus was given for the formation of the legal and social situation 
of the Jews. 

There are no sufficient data about the settlement of Jews in towns in the late 
14th–15th centuries. In two known privileges from this period, communities were  
assigned a living space: Jewish in Grodno (1389)� and Jewish – Karaite in Troki  
(1441).� Its early segregation shows that the model of interrelations of burghers and 
Jews, and the forms of dividing the space typical of towns of mediaeval Europe  
were introduced as reception. It was common in an “ideal” town of mediaeval  
corporative structure that different groups were settling by establishing separate   
colonies,� distinguished according to confessional and, more rarely, ethnic features. 
Already in this period one can notice another feature of separation of the Jewish  
living space, characteristic of Polish towns in the early phase of Jewish settlement –  
it was the settling of Jews on the premises of the castle, in this way declaring their 
exceptional legal jurisdiction.� The cases of Grodno and Troki are the only ones reflecting 
the formation of a defined and sanctioned Jewish living space till 1495 – the year of 
the expulsion of Jews from the GDL. Unfortunately, in both cases it is not known who 
initiated the separation of the Jewish living space in the towns under formation. 

 This problem remains urgent, as in the case of a small community, it was often 
not strictly localised in the town space even in the 16th century.  This conclusion can 
be drawn from the inventory of Jewish houses in state towns taken in the 1550s–60s.10 
Referring to this inventory, one can distinguish two forms of Jewish settlement in 
state towns – an unlimited living space (spread in the town territory) and formation 
of a quarter. Before the second half of the 16th century, the Jewish living space was 
not limited, if the community living in the town was not large (e.g. Vladimir,11  

�  Бершадский С., Русско-еврейский архив, т. 1, № 2.
�  Сборник старинных грамот и узаконений Российской Империи касательно прав и 
состояния русско-подданых караимов (Санкт-Петербург: 1890) 
�  Bogucka M., „Z zagadnień  socjotopografii większych miast Polski w XVI–XVII w.”, 
Gieysztor A., Rosłanowski T. (ed.), Miasta doby feudalnej w Europie środkowo – wschodniej. 
Przemiany społeczne a układy przestrzenne (Warszawa / Poznań / Toruń: 1976): 168.
�  Piechotkowie M., K., „Dzielnice Żydowskie w strukturze przestrzennej” 308, Bergman E.,  
„Jüdische Städte und bezirke in Polen” 82.
10  Бершадский С., Русско-еврейский архив, т. 2, № 28.
11  According to the data of M. Vladimirski-Budanov, in Vladimir the relation was 28 Jewish 
houses for each 243 Christian houses. See Владимирский-Буданов М., “Литовские евреи”, 
Журнал министерства народного просвещения, CCXXXVII (январь 1885); Бершадский С.,  
Литовские евреи. История их юридического и общественного положения в Литве от 
Витовта до Люблинской унии (Санкт-Петербург: 1883), and idem,  Документы и регесты 
к истории литовских евреев (Санкт-Петербург: 1882): 171.
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Pińsk,12 Kleck13). Whereas in Breść 14 and Grodno,15 where the earliest and largest 
communities in the period under discussion existed, as well as in Kremeniec, with 
approximately the same number of Jews, quarters densely inhabited by Jews had been 
formed. In Grodno, comparatively densely inhabited by Jews, three streets of the quarter 
were distinctly separated: Jewish (Żydowska), Synagogue (Szkolna Żydowska), and 
Jewish Narrow – (Żydowska ciasna) (1560).16 In this town Jews did not live on any of 
the main streets (with the exception of the plot of land owned by the Jew Abraham on 
Parsonage (Plebańska) Street).17 The Jews of Breść  were concentrated on both sides 
of Jewish Street and Sandy Street leading to the market (1566),18 and on other streets 
of the town, like in the above-mentioned case of Grodno, only isolated Jews lived. The 
Jews of Kremenieс were concentrated exclusively in the jurydyka of the estate, where 
they occupied the majority of houses (1552).19 One can see that till the middle of the 16th 
century, the uninhibited life of Jews in towns (except Grodno, Breść and Kremenieс) 
was often determined by the smallness of the Jewish community in the town.

Requests of Jews themselves to assign them a living space in the town were scarce. 
The smooth assigning (1633) of a quarter of three streets: Jewish (Żydowska), Butchers 
(Jatkowa), St. Nicholas (Śwętego Mikołaja) upon the request of Jews themselves in 
Wilno was an exception. Most often the separation or limiting of the Jewish living 
space was determined by burghers’ initiatives seeking to control the spread of Jews 
in the town and oust the economically active competitor from the most lucrative 
business places. 

12  The data about the proportion of Jewish and Christian houses are markedly different:  
Sergey Bershadsky mentions 24 Jewish house owners in the town (Бершадский С., “История 
виленской еврейской общины”, Восход, 7 (1881): 108); according to Michail Vladimirsky- 
Budanov, in Pinsk the relation was 41 Jewish houses for each 666 Christian houses (Владимирский-
Буданов М., “Литовские евреи” 171).
13  When Christians had 132 houses (Владимирский-Буданов М., “Литовские евреи” 171). 
14  In Breść Litewski – 106 Jewish house owners and a synagogue (Бершадский С., “История 
виленской еврейской общины”, 7 (1881): 107). M. Vladimirsky-Budanov gives the relation of 
houses of Christians and Jews in Breść Litewski: 42 Jewish for 1.125 Christian (Владимирский-
Буданов М., “Литовские евреи” 171).
15  According to S. Bershadsky’s data, in the middle of the 16th century there were 48 Jewish 
house owners and a synagogue in Grodno (Бершадский С., История виленской еврейской 
общины, 7 (1881): 108); according to M. Vladimirsky-Budanov, 63 Jewish houses for each 
543 Christian houses in Grodno (Владимирский-Буданов М., “Литовские евреи” 171). 
16  Бершадский С., Русско-еврейский архив, т. 2, № 113.
17  In the middle of the 16th century, 24 streets were known in Grodno, the main four streets 
were leading from the bridge in the direction of Podol (Lietuvos architektūros istorija, vol. 1, 
Nuo seniausių laikų iki XVII a. vidurio (Vilnius: 1988): 64.
18  Бершадский С., Русско-еврейский архив, т. 2, № 231.
19  Jews lived in 48 of 55 houses of the jurydyka; ibid., № 26.
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Definitions of the Jewish living space in historical sources

To describe the Jewish living space in the towns of the GDL, the definition of 
“privileged streets”20 was applied, separating the Jewish part from “unprivileged” 
streets, “not belonging to them”, “public streets,21 on which they were forbidden to 
settle. The several streets assigned to Jews were understood by the society of the 
GDL as a privilege, as besides the towns with “privileged” parts, there were towns 
that did not admit Jews.

 We can talk about a “Jewish street”, as a form of community life widespread 
in towns, from the middle of the 17th century, when Władislaw Waza incorporated 
the rights granted to the community of Cracow (more precisely, Kazimierz) into the 
general privilege of Jews in the GDL. It forbade Christians to take over the real estate 
mortgaged by a Jew in the Jewish quarter, and to live in the Jewish part (“Christians 
themselves shall not live [in the quarter])”22. This Privilegia de non tolerandis 
Christianis23 was aimed at retaining the confessional homogeneity of the inhabitants 
of the Jewish quarter for the purpose of segregation. The privilege was granted as 
a reaction to complaints of the Jews living “separately in our towns and cities… on 
privileged streets, separated and segregated from Christians”.24 One can notice that 
the motivation of Jews25 in asking to limit the settlement of Christians or to take over 
their property in their quarter was almost identical to the arguments of limiting the 
spread of urban Jews. 

In the context of cohabitation of Christians and Jews in the towns of the GDL 
it is quite obvious that the granting of Privilegia de non tolerandis Christianis 

20  “Streets granted by separate privileges”, Археографический сборник документов, 
относящихся к истории Северо-западной Руси, издаваемый при управлении Виленскаго 
учебного округа, т. 8 (Вильна: 1870), № 74 ; “settled on their own privileged street” (ibid., 
№ 115); “their own limits and streets” (Акты, издаваемые виленскою археографическою 
комисcиею для разбора древних актов (hereinafter АВАК), т. 8 (1875): 346–350); “special 
street” (Архив Юго-западной России, ч. 5, т. 1 (1869): 25).
21  АВАК, т. 8 (1875): 346–350; Археографический сборник документов, т. 8 (1870), № 74.
22  АВАК, т. 5 (1871), № 471.
23  M. and K. Piechotka mention that in Poland, Poznań and Kazimierz at Cracow had this 
privilege (Piechotkowie M., K., Dzielnice Żydowskie w strukturże przestrzennej miast Polskich 
311). Without specifying, the authors mention all communities of the GDL as having received 
the Privilegia de non tolerandis Christianis (see ibid.). The inclusion of the privilege to the 
Kazimierz community into the general privilege granted to the Jews of the GDL allows us to 
assert that the prohibition for Christians to settle in Jewish quarters established by this privilege 
must have been officially in force at least in state towns.   
24  АВАК, т. 5 (1871), № 471.
25  Supposedly Christians “damage, plunder and do harm to them (Jews – J.Š-V.) in every pos-
sible way, and Jews can never feel safe because of them” (ibid.).
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was determined by the nature of economic activity of Jews, the beginning of their 
sinking into debts, and the consequent circumstance – an attempt to avoid Christian 
settlement in Jewish quarters, in this way declaring also from the Jewish side the need 
to live in a part of the town inhabited exclusively by Jews. The fact that the goal of 
separating the Jewish and Christian living spaces was not attained in the towns of the 
GDL is shown by the tendencies of forming the Jewish quarters. Quite often Jews 
were assigned one side of the street, and the other one was left for Christians (e.g. in 
Kiejdany (Kėdainiai),26 Wilno27). Such principles of the formation of a quarter do not 
allow us to speak about its closed character. 

The tendencies of the spread of Jewish communities in the GDL 

The incessant spread of Jews in the state and their settlement in towns began after 
Grand Duke Alexander’s permission for the Jews whom he himself had expelled to 
return to the GDL in 1503. After Alexander’s unsuccessful campaign of “purifying” 
the society by trying to replace Judaic Jews with Catholic Germans, merchants and 
craftsmen, and a wave of granting the Magdeburg privileges, Jews returned and settled 
in towns that had changed and had become self-governed. 

Up until the turn of the 17th–18th centuries, the process of the spread of Jewish 
communities was the most rapid in the Belarusian part of the GDL, in whose cities 
and towns the largest number of Jews and their communities was concentrated. 
The second feature typical of the spread of all non-Christians (including the Tartar 
Muslim community of the GDL), particularly till the middle of the 16th century, 
was the formation of a dense network of communities in the royal (state) lands. 
An exception was a numerous Jewish community in the private town of Ostróg (in 
1563–66 the preliminary number of its members reached approximately 2.000).28 
The formation of communities in private towns (with individual cases recorded 
already in the early 16th century), as part of the general process of the spread, was 

26  In the town Jews were allowed to live in the Old Market, on Jewish Street and the right side 
of Crooked Street, and not allowed to live on the left side of the same street. Археографический 
сборник документов, т.  8 (1870), № 78.
27  While forming the Jewish living part in 1633, in addition to St. Nicolas and Jewish Streets, 
they were allowed to settle on one side of Butchers Street bordering on the latter (Šiaučiūnaitė- 
Verbickienė J., Petrašiūnaitė L., „Vilniaus geto ieškojimai: atkūrimas ar įkūrimas“, Naujasis 
židinys – Aidai, 7/ 8 (2002): 372).
28  The data have been established according to the documents of distribution of state taxes 
for the Jewish communities, compiled by the Treasury of the GDL in 1563 and 1566; see 
Бершадский С., Русско-еврейский архив, т. 2,  №178, 259.
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becoming more frequent. Upon the joining of Volhynia and the lands bordering on 
Poland, which belonged to the GDL, to Poland during the Lublin Union (1569), 
the Lithuanian Jewish community decreased almost by one third; in these districts 
operated five (Vladimir, Tykocin, Ostróg, Kamieniec and Luck communities) of 13 
communities mentioned in the documents of distribution of state taxes of 1563–66. 
In the territory of present Lithuania in this period we can only see the rudiments of 
formation of Jewish communities and regular appearance of Jews as objects of state 
monopoly, and later – as lessees of landed property. The unevenness of the spread 
of Jews in the territory of the GDL can be illustrated by the following example: 
in the middle of the 17th century, the number of Jews living in all Samogitia was 
about four times less than in the town of Pińsk.29 In Western Lithuania the same 
tendencies as in the eastern and south-eastern powiat before the middle of the 
16th century were repeated: Jews more often lived in royal cities and towns, but 
gradually they began to settle in estates and private estates of small gentry in the 
Samogitian Bishopric.30 The Jew called Nurek, who in 1681 was granted the right 
to settle in Szawle (Šiauliai) and live there till the end of his life (“ad vitae suae 
tempora, we ensure that we shall not allow no one in posterum to live and build 
a house there”31) became a character of a legend telling about his extraordinary 
merits to local Catholics.  

A rational explanation of the phenomenon of the arrested spread of Jews in the 
present territory of Lithuania still does not exist. Hypothetical also are the arguments 
why Jews did not settle in the most attractive city of the state – the capital Vilnius. 
I have in mind the hints found in historiography regarding the privilege de non 
tolerandis Judaeis granted to the city,32 or the hints in the historical sources about 
the nostalgia of Vilnius residents for the times when Jews did not live in the city. 
The arrested spread also cannot be explained by the specific features of the economic 
development of the region, or the orientation of commercial routes. Contemporary 
research provides us more information on the fact that the banishment of Jews 
from cities and towns was one of the factors arresting their spread in the western 
regions of the GDL. 

29  Błaszczyk G., „Liczebność Żydów na Żmudzi w XVI–XVIII w.”, Biuletyn Żydowskiego 
instytutu Historycznego w Polsce, vol. 1 (Warszawa: 1987), vol. 1–4 (Warszawa: 1988). 
30  More extensively about the tendencies of the spread of Jews in Samogitia, see Błaszczyk G.,  
„Liczebność Żydów na Żmudzi”.
31  АВАК, т. 5 (1871), № 44.
32  Historiography contains some references to the privilege obtained by the Vilnius citizens in 
1527 prohibiting Jews from living in the town (e.g. Piechotkowie M., K., “Dzielnica żydowska 
i Wielka Sinagoga w Wilnie”; Бершадский С., “История виленской еврейской общины”,  
10–11 (1886): 138), but its content is still unknown.  
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The processes of concentration of Jews in the present territory of Lithuania that 
took place at the turn of the 17th–18th centuries, were determined by demographic 
and economic conditions – Jews came to be invited as urbanizers and tax payers, 
so that they would revive towns and cities that were not only agrarianized, but also 
greatly devastated because of epidemics and wars (the 17th century, so-called period 
of “Deluge”, the plague of 1710–11). These circumstances conditioned two parallel 
processes: mass migration of Jews to the present territory of Lithuania and the 
consequent demographic changes in its cities and towns. Though the first general 
census of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth of 1764 already registered their spread 
in new areas (present Lithuania), but even in the second half of the 18th century we 
cannot definitely speak about the spread of Jews in the entire GDL or their settlement 
in many Lithuanian cities and towns. According to preliminary calculations, in the 
second half of the 18th century there were approximately 1.100 settlements with the 
status of a city or town in the entire territory of the GDL,33 whereas in the first general 
census of Jews of the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth, as few as 422 communities 
of various size34 and different place in the structure of Jewish self-government were 
registered. In other words, Jews lived only in one third of cities and towns, and in 
earlier periods these numbers must have been smaller. Bishop of Samogitia Motiejus 
Valančius (1801–75) in his “Booklet of Grown-Up Persons” presented a list of all 
places in Samogitia not yet inhabited by Jews.35   

The census of 1764 already reflects the change of the centres of attraction. In the 
wojewodstwos of Breść  and Nowogródek , favoured by Jews since the earliest times, 
their number was smaller than in the newly emerging centres of attraction: Troki 
wojewodstwo (21,19% of the total number of Jews) with Grodno powiat, traditionally 
densely inhabited by Jews, Wilno wojewodstwo (17,49%) or even Samogitia (9,79%).36 
The attraction of Troki wojewodstwo was determined by the fact that until the middle 
of the 17th century as much as 45% of all privileged cities and towns in the present 

33  This is the number of towns of the Great Duchy of Lithuania before the partitions. Baliulis A.,  
Meilus E. (eds.),  Lietuvos Didžiosios Kunigaikštystės kasdienis gyvenimas : Lietuvos istorijos 
skaitinių chrestomatija (Vilnius: 2001): 461.
34  These and other data are presented in the article according to the research of the sources of 
the Jewish censuses of 1764–65 carried out by the author. More see in Verbickienė J., doctoral 
thesis Jews in the Society of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania: Aspects of Cohabitation, submitted 
at Vilnius University, 2004.
35  Valančius M., Paaugusių žmonių knygelė (Kaunas: 1920): 39–40.
36  Cf. in the Breść wojewodstwo lived 13,85%, in Nowogródek – 13,31%, in Minsk – 9,03% of 
the total number of Jews of the GDL. These data are presented according to the research of the 
sources of the Jewish censuses of 1764–65 carried out by the author. More see Verbickienė J.,  
Jews in the Society of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania.
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territory of Lithuania were concentrated there. The same tendencies remained urgent 
in the 18th century, when Jews settled in Wilno and Troki wojewodstwos and in 
Samogitia. Until that time in these areas the densest network of towns of the GDL 
had been formed (in the late 18th century as much as 77% of all Samogitian cities 
and towns enjoyed market privileges, and respectively Troki wojewodstwo – 93%, 
and Wilno – 73%).37 The latter fact allows us to assert that with the emergence of 
possibilities of wider spread, Jews began to concentrate in the economically strongest 
wojewodstwos of the country. 

The analysis of the data of the census shows that while settling in the present territory 
of Lithuania, Jews gave preference to cities and towns, which already had Jewish 
communities. As a result, several distinct centres of attraction were distinguished, 
and in some towns large Jewish communities were formed. For example, in five (of 
total 28) communities with more than one thousand members (Jurbork (Jurbarkas), 
Rosienie (Raseiniai), Kielmy (Kelmė), Kiejdany, Kroże (Kražiai))38 in Samogitia 
almost one half of the Jews living in these wojewodstwos were concentrated; one 
third of all Jews living there belonged to the same number of large communities in 
Wilno wojewodstwo. The concentration of Jews in large urban centres was typical 
of all Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, in which even 53% of Jews lived in large 
communities having from 501 to 1.000 and more than 1.000 members; only 20% 
lived in medium communities (from 301 to 500 members), and approximately 26% –  
in small communities with less than 100 members.39 Though small communities 
(less than 300 members) constituted the majority (ca. 59% of the total number of 
communities), for example, in Lithuania only one third of all Jews registered in 
the population census belonged to them.40 Meanwhile, in the western regions of the 
GDL, where the number of communities was smaller (ca. 42% of all communities 
existing in the country), the larger part of all Jews (ca. 48%) lived.41 

37  Meilus E., “Lietuvos miestų ir miestelių išsidėstymo raida (17 a. antroje pusėje – 18 a.)”, 
Lietuvos TSR aukštųjų mokyklų mokslo darbų rinkinys. Urbanistika ir rajoninis planavimas, 
15, Lietuvos teritorijos apgyvendinimo raida (1988): 71, 74.
38  The data were established referring to the documents of the census of Samogitian Jews; 
Lietuvos valstybės istorijos archyvas, “Archives of the History of the Lithuanian State” 
(hereinafter referred to as LVIA), Senieji aktai (Early Acts, hereinafter referred to as SA),  
b. 3738. 
39  Leszczyński A., Sejm Żydów Korony 1623-1764 (Warszawa: 1994): 45.
40  Verbickienė J., Jews in the Society of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania.
41  The data are presented referring to the sources of the 1764–65 census of Polish-Lithuanian 
Jews: LVIA, SA, b. 3730, 3726, 3727, 3732, 3733, 3734, 3738, 3739, 3740, 3741, 3742, 3745, 
3751, 3749.   


















