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in person or over the phone. It is not a formal essay. To gain a better 

appreciation of the text, below, please listen to the podcast episode.  
 
Introduction 
 
In gathering material for the YIVO Encyclopedia of Jews in 

Eastern Europe, editor Gershon David Hundert and director 

of publications Jeffrey Edelstein had to define where 

Eastern Europe began and ended. 

 

In this episode of Bookpod, YIVO executive director 

Jonathan Brent explains why the editors struggled to arrive 

at a straightforward definition. 

 
Presentation 

We have at the YIVO Institute something called the Pinkas 

of Metz. A pinkas is a book, a compendium of a communal 

record. And this is the communal record, the writing down 

of all of the judgments of the rabbinical court of the City 

of Metz. 

 



 

Now, Metz is located in Alsace-Lorraine. So, it's France. 

It's not Eastern Europe at all, okay? So this Pinkas of 

Metz records all of the verdicts of the court prior to the 

French Revolution. Some of these resolutions of the court 

are things like: This lady is suing the court to become the 

head of her household, after the death of her husband so 

that she can bequeath her property to her children without 

getting married, you see. 

 

This lady is suing the courts so that she can start her own 

business. This lady is suing the court for the right to 

represent her affairs equal to her husband's.  

 

And in almost every instance, the court ruled in favor of 

this. Imagine, before the French Revolution. You talk about 

women's rights? The women's movement? And the respect for 

women? Unheard of! Unbelievable! There was not another 

court in Europe that would have made such judgments. 

 

So I asked the researcher who was telling me about this. I 

said, “Yes, but this is the Court of Metz. It obviously 

isn't in accordance with Talmudic law, with traditional 

Jewish teaching.”  

 



 

He said, “That's where you're wrong.” 

 

In an effort to make sure that the Court of Metz had the 

highest status of all of the rabbinate courts in Western 

Europe, they specially engaged the greatest Talmudic 

specialist they could find in the world who came from 

Poland. And so the chief rabbi of the Court of Metz was a 

Polish Talmudist. And so therefore, all of these decisions 

were made in accordance with Jewish law. 

 

And that's why the difference between Poland and not 

Poland, east and west, it's a shibboleth, this difference. 

Just like the relations between the Jews and the 

Lithuanians, the Jews and the Poles, the Jews and the 

Ukrainians, it was never what we thought it was. Well, this 

east-west thing was never what we thought it was either. 

It's been constructed for a whole set of political and 

social reasons. 

 
Valedictory 
 
Visit bookpod.org to hear Jonathan Brent talk about the 

role of the YIVO Encyclopedia in recovering the lost 

civilization of the Eastern European Jews.  

 



 

Bookpod producer is Barbara Finkelstein. Music is by Kevin 

MacLeod. 

 

See you next time at Bookpod, home to writers of lasting 

value. 

 

Related link: 

The YIVO Encyclopedia of Jews in Eastern Europe 

http://www.yivoencyclopedia.org/ 

 


