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Th e Barbers’ Guild at Cracow, Poland
1639

There are records of Jewish guilds in Alexandria and Asia Minor as far back 
as the days of the old Roman Empire; and during the Middle Ages, too, 

Jewish craft smen banded together into associations in a number of the Med-
iterranean lands. Th e older guilds were concerned primarily with charitable 
and religious activities such as providing for the poor, caring for the sick and 
att ending to the bodies of the dead, and gathering together for study; these 
voluntary societies, or confraternities (ĥevrot), provided an intermediate level 
of identifi cation and activity between the individual Jew and the community 
as a whole. Th e leaders of the society draft ed their own rules (usually based 
on tradition) and enforced them on those who agreed to be members. Such 
rules therefore belong in a treatment of Jewish self-government.

Beginning in the seventeenth century, especially in Poland, Jews organized 
in an att empt to improve their economic status, particularly by maintaining 
appropriate standards and controlling competition. Th eir policy was: “live 
and let live” – for members. In this as in most other respects the Jewish guilds 
closely patt erned themselves aft er their Christian models. 

Jews formed their own associations through necessity. As Jews they could 
not participate in the religious life of the Christian guilds. Moreover, the 
Christian guilds made every att empt to limit the practice of their trades to 
Christians alone. But they were not successful, for Jewish guilds arose and 
were grudgingly tolerated by the Christian craft smen, accepted by the state, 
and recognized by the Jewish community-council. 

Th e following account describes the organization of Jewish master-bar-
bers in Cracow in . Although but seven in number they organized along 
guild lines. Barbers in those days – unlike their modern successors – did 
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considerable minor surgical work. Th e striped barber-pole, which still sur-
vives, symbolizes the bandaged, bleeding arm, and is reminiscent of the 
surgical work barbers once performed. In Cracow, as in other towns, there 
were trained Jewish physicians as well as male nurses. Th e barbers occupied 
a place somewhere between the two. Jewish barbers did not as a rule solicit 
Christian trade, for the Council of Four Lands objected, fearing that blood-
lett ing would lay Jews open to the charge of ritual murder. 

Th e selection, originally in Hebrew, is taken from the archives of the Jewish 
community-council of Cracow. By incorporating these laws into its records, 
the Jewish council made their provisions mandatory for every Jew in the city. 

.   Regulations of the Guild
Whereas the association of barbers has noticed apprentices breaking away 
from their masters and considering themselves equal in knowledge to com-
petent physicians, with the result that a great deal of distress has been caused 
by them, for they have endangered the lives of people through their blood-
lett ing and their healing of bruises and wounds – for these apprentices are 
inexperienced in this important work since they have not served under good, 
competent physicians, but have based their work only upon their limited, 
confused intelligence; 

And whereas they also hurt competent tax-paying [barber-]physicians and 
make it impossible for them to make a living and to support their families; 

Th erefore, the following seven law-abiding master-barbers: 

Sender the barber1 
Shmerl the barber, 
his brother, Hirsch, 
Hayyim the barber, 
Moses the barber – may his Rock and Redeemer guard him – and 
Jehiel the barber,

have agreed – and have actually shaken hands and have made a binding com-
pact – to affi  rm and to maintain in the most eff ective way possible everything 
that is specifi ed below, as if executed in the presence of the highest court, 
and as if approved by the chief offi  cials and the town council itself, namely: 

1 Sender was also the Jewish communal physician for the poor. Th e text says “seven,” but only 
six names are given. 
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. First, they are obligated to make a weekly collection for charity among their 
members, receiving as much as the generous instincts of each one prompt 
him to give.2 

. No barber may keep in his shop more than one apprentice to teach the trade 
to. Th is apprentice must bind himself for three successive years.3 During the 
fi rst two years the apprentice shall under no circumstance be permitt ed to 
bleed a patient; and even in the third year he shall not be allowed to let blood 
except when his master is at his side. Th is is in order that he may practice and 
accustom himself to the work properly, and not faint or become slipshod in 
his profession. 

. Each barber may, as is the custom, engage another apprentice as a partner 
who is to get one-third of the profi ts. However, such an apprentice may be 
employed only on the specifi c condition that the majority of the members 
of the above-mentioned association agree to allow him to become a partner; 
and once the majority of the members of the association have agreed upon 
him then none of them may, whether by an off er of money or by verbal 
inducements, coax him away. Th is same prohibition applies to the appren-
tice who has bound himself for three years. Whoever among the barbers 
violates this prohibition is required to give, as an unquestioned obligation, 
one old-thaler to charity, not to mention other severe penalties which will 
be imposed upon him.4 

. Th ey have also agreed that all the apprentices who bind themselves to work 
in a barber shop – whether as an apprentice for three years or as a partner in 
the manner stated above – are compelled, fi rst of all, to obligate and record 
themselves in the minute-books of the Jewish community to the eff ect that 
they will not marry a local girl, in order not to cast additional burdens on the 
people of this community – may their Rock and their Redeemer guard them!5 
If anyone of these apprentices will not obligate himself in the matt er described 
above, it will then be absolutely forbidden for any barber, under threat of the 
most severe penalties, to keep him in his employ even a single day. 

. Th e above-mentioned barbers have also bound themselves not to raise 

 2 Th is money might be used for the widows and orphans of guild members. 
3 In the third year the apprentice became a journeyman and was paid. Before this he probably 

got his board only. 
4 Money received from fi nes was usually applied to the expenses of the guild. 
5 An apprentice was apparently too poor to support a wife. 
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prices and thus impose a burden upon the people of our community; they 
will accept the fee that people have been accustomed of old to pay for blood-
lett ing, cupping, hair cutt ing, and the healing of bruises and wounds, so as 
not to give rise to any complaint against themselves on the part of the people 
of our community. On the other hand, they will not cheapen or lower – God 
forbid – their fees by being too liberal, and foregoing that which is their just 
due by accepting less than one groschen net from everyone for cupping. 
Whoever will transgress by treating the matt er of fees lightly will always 
have to give to charity, as an unquestioned obligation, a half a gulden, not to 
mention other punishments, and both he and anyone he may send will be 
prevented from doing any more work. 

. Th e barbers have also agreed that if a member of the community should 
happen to call in a barber just for a short time and not be satisfi ed with him, 
and then take another in his place, the second is not permitt ed to begin his 
service until the customer pays the fi rst barber for the work he has done and 
performed. And under no circumstance is the second barber permitt ed to 
cast any aspersions on the fi rst colleague or to vaunt himself at his expense. It 
goes without saying that one barber should not poach upon the preserves of 
another, under threat of a fi ne which the offi  cers and judges of the community 
will impose upon him.6 

. If it should happen that a householder summons two barbers at the same 
time, then if both arrive together while the wound is still open, they must 
share the fee and the expenses equally. If, however, one arrived fi rst and 
closed the wound, the second barber is expected to leave the home of the 
patient immediately. 

. Th e barbers have also agreed that if a competent barber who does not 
belong to our community should sett le in our midst, even though he be ac-
ceptable to the entire community, if he should be unwilling to bind himself 
by a hard and fast pact to accept all the rules above recorded, then the barbers 
are bound to uphold one another in opposing that man.7 Th ey will employ 
every possible means to prevent him from doing his work until he submit to 
the observance and performance of all the above-mentioned prescriptions 
without the slightest omission. 

 6 Th e wife and children of a barber would sometimes steal customers away from his competitor. 
7 Both Christian and Jewish guilds opposed anyone practicing their trade unless a member 

of the guild. 
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. Th e barbers’ association obligates itself to do likewise to barbers who are 
residents of our community but who are currently out of town. It will take 
rigorous measures to prevent them from doing any of the above-described 
work until they fi rst agree to carry out all that has been recorded here. 

. Th ese prescriptions apply particularly to sons-in-law. Th ey are not to in-
terfere with any of these above-mentioned provisions, but must carry them 
out; and the barbers are in duty bound to oppose them and to prevent them 
from engaging in the work.8 

. Th e seven barbers above mentioned have also agreed that there shall be 
brotherliness and friendship among themselves, and that during the three 
festivals they will have a good time, enjoy themselves to the full, and be glad 
and merry of heart. 

Done in a binding form, with all the authority of rabbinic law, and with an 
actual handshake, this day, Sunday the nd of Kislev, [ ] . . . [December 

, ].9 
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