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Before the Second World War about 3.25 million Jews lived in the territory of Poland. They 

came here in different historical periods. In the towns and shtetls of Eastern Poland three 

communities had been living in harmony for centuries and three types of temples formed 

characteristic landmarks in the landscape: a catholic church, an orthodox church and a 

synagogue. These wooden synagogues had distinctive shapes, proportions, elaborate forms 

and rich interior adornments which made them identifiable in the landscapes. They were 

interesting from the architectural point of view because their decoration incorporated local 

building craftsmanship skills as well as unique Jewish folk art style imported from distant 

lands. 

Before the Second World War the Department of Polish Architecture of the Warsaw 

University of Technology under Professor Oskar Sosnowski together with his students and a 

famous photographer and art historian Szymon Zajczyk began a broad programme of the 

documentation of the wooden synagogue architecture. Today this documentation, are a 

precious source of information on this lost for ever heritage as all wooden synagogues in 

Poland were annihilated by the Nazis in years 1940-1943. 

After the war Maria and Kazimierz Piechotka conducted research on sacred Jewish 

architecture as part of monument inventory project which resulted in their album “Heaven’s 

Gates. Wooden Synagogues in the Territories of the Former Polish Lithuanian 

Commonwealth”.  

My initiative of reconstructing a wooden synagogue from Zabłudów in the open air museum 

in Białystok in the years 2000-2002 failed and the goal was not achieved. However, a 

fragment of a wooden synagogue from Gwoździec was reconstructed in the years 2011-

 2013 as part of an international programme. It can be now admired as one of the most 

spectacular elements of the exhibition in the POLIN Museum of the History of Polish Jews.  
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