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EASTERN EUROPE - HISTORICAL GLOSSARY 

 

Large numbers of people now living in western Europe, north and south America, South Africa and Australia are 

from families that originated in eastern Europe. As immigrants, often during the late 19th century, their origin will 

have been classified by immigration officials and census takers according to the governing power of the European 

territory from which they had departed. Thus many were categorised as Russian, Austrian or German who actually 

came from provinces within those empires which had cultures and long histories as nations in their own right. In 

the modern world, apart from Poland and Lithuania, most of these have become largely unknown and might 

include Livonia, Courland, Galicia, Lodomeria, Volhynia, Bukovina, Banat, Transylvania, Walachia, Moldavia and 

Bessarabia. 

 

During the second half of the 20th century, the area known as "Eastern Europe" largely comprised the countries 

to the immediate west of the Soviet Union (Russia), with communist governments imposed or influenced by 

Russia, following occupation by the Russian "Red Army" during the process of defeating the previous military 

occupation of the German army in 1944-45. Many of these countries had experienced a short period of 

independence (1918-1939) between the two World Wars, but before 1918 most of the territory had been within 

the three empires of Russia, Austria-Hungary and Ottoman Turkey. 

 

The Ottoman empire had expanded from Turkey into Europe during the 14th-15th centuries and retained control 

over some territories until 1918. The commonwealth of Poland and Lithuania was established in the 16th century 

and for two centuries ruled over the territories north of Hungary, while the Ottoman empire ruled over those to the 

south, but between 1721-1795 the Russian empire took control of the Baltic states and eastern Poland and during 

a similar period Austria-Hungary took control of southern Poland and the northern and western territories of the 

Ottoman empire. 

 

However, to further confuse any attempt to seek a simple understanding of the history of this part of the world, 

the events of the 19th and 20th centuries were preceded by nine centuries of eastward migration of German-

speaking peoples who brought their cultures, language and place names from western and central Europe to 

become integrated into the Slavic lands of their eastern hosts. Known as Ostsiedlung, meaning "settlement in 

the east", the sponsored migration of German-speaking peoples to northern and eastern Europe started during 

the 11th century and continued in successive waves until the 19th century, each phase in response to different 

circumstances. The German language remained the lingua franca across much of eastern Europe until the 1990s, 

when it was replaced by English, brought by the Internet, after the end of Soviet domination. 

 

The disintegration of the Roman empire during the 5th century had divided its religious tradition into the western 

Christian church of Rome with its Latin liturgy (the Roman Catholic church) and the eastern Christian church of 

Byzantium with its Greek liturgy (the Eastern Orthodox church), but many of the tribes of northern and eastern 

Europe were known by the Romans as "pagan", meaning that they did not observe any Christian religion. 

 

At the beginning of the 9th century Charles, king of the Franks, became Charlemagne (Charles the Great), the 

first Holy Roman Emperor and defender of the western Christian religion, at which time Offa, king of Mercia had 

just died and it would be another half century before king Alfred would become the dominant ruler of England. 

Charlemagne's empire extended from Brittany and Navarre to Croatia, but after his death it was divided between 

his heirs to create separate territories which would later become France and Germany, separated by Lotharingia 

which stretched from the Netherlands to Savoy. As his empire declined, the adjacent Slavic empire of Moravia 

grew, extending from Saxony to Bulgaria, and changed its allegiance from eastern to western Christianity. 

 

During the 10th century the lands of the eastern Baltic coast were home to the Prussian, Polan, Couronian and 

Livonian tribes (from west to east), all of which remained pagan. The Polan people adopted western Christianity 

in 966, but the various smaller tribes living in the area south of Livonia gradually amalgamated to form Lithuania 

in the 13th century, continuing to resist Christianity. 

 

During the Crusades, in 1190 the Teutonic Order of knights was formed in Acre. When the Christians were 

defeated in the Levant, The king of Hungary invited the Teutonic knights to defend Transylvania from Cuman 

Turkic invaders, but the Order became subversive and was expelled in 1225. The Order was then invited by the 

king of Poland to launch a Northern Crusade to bring western Christianity to the other Baltic tribes and the Livonian 
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Confederation was formed, which united the Prussians, Couronians and Livonians in 1234. German immigration 

was encouraged and the German language was imposed, surviving as the official language in Livonia until 1918. 

 

 

 

HISTORICAL COUNTRIES of EASTERN EUROPE 

 

The English names of many central and eastern European countries end in "-ia" (such as Russia, Lithuania, 

Bulgaria), which is derived from mediaeval Latin and is locally expressed in Slavic languages as "-iya" or "-ija", 

matched in German by "-ien" or "-en". The meaning of these suffixes is "land of", in other names expressed simply 

as "-land" (both in English and German, such as England, Burgenland, Nederland). More explicitly, Slavic 

language names of provinces are often suffixed with "-ina", also meaning "land of", in various forms including "-

vina", "-chyna", "-shchyna, "-shchnyia", such as Vojvodina (land of the governor), Hercegovina (land of the duke).  

 
The following historical countries of eastern Europe are listed approximately from north to south, then west to 

east, and are named in the language of the inhabitants. 

 

Ordensstaat 

(State of the Teutonic Order), established 1230, until its territories were divided between Prussia, Poland, 

Courland, Livonia and Lithuania in 1525. The Teutonic Order of knights was expelled from Transylvania in 1225 

and was invited to lead a crusader conquest of the pagan indigenous people, establishing their own state based 

in Prussia. It was expanded until 1410 to include the whole eastern Baltic coast and hinterland as far as modern 

Estonia, with German colonisation following conquest. 

 

Preussen 

(Prussia), established 1525 when the Teutonic state was divided, amalgamated with Brandenburg 1618, enlarged 

1772 with territory seized from Poland, becoming a state within Germany in 1871. It was divided by a land corridor 

to Danzig (Gdansk) ceded to Poland in 1918, then most of remaining territory was ceded to Poland in 1945. From 

1466 Prussia was divided between Poland and Lithuania - eastern Prussia until 1660 (a duchy from 1525), 

western Prussia until 1772. Eastern Prussia became a duchy in 1525 and formed a union with Brandenburg in 

1618, jointly becoming the kingdom of Prussia in 1701. 

 

Kaliningrad 

(German - Koenigsberg), province of the city established 1255, capital of Prussia from 1255, incorporated into 

Russia 1945, now isolated Russian territory between Poland and Lithuania. 

 

Kurzeme 

(Courland, German - Kurland), established 1230, incorporated into Lithuania, then Latvia from 1917. Courland 

was ruled by a Bishop (as a Bistum) until 1561, when it became an autonomous dukedom (or duchy) within 

Poland-Lithuania until 1726, until annexed by Russia in 1795. 

 

Livonia 

(German - Livland), together with Courland, Livonia comprised modern Latvia and Estonia. Established 1186, 

conquered by German crusaders 1207, confederated with its neighbours by the Teutonic Order 1236, 

incorporated into Poland-Lithuania 1583, lost to Sweden 1629, then Russian empire 1721-1917. 

 

Latviju 

(Latvia, German - Lettland), created 1917 from former Livonian territory within Russian empire. The city of Riga 

joined the Hanseatic League 1282, then from 1629 was the second largest city of the Swedish empire, until Livonia 

was seized by Russia in 1721. 

 

Eesti 

(Estonia, German - Estland), established by Denmark in 1219, incorporated into Livonia 1236, independent 1917. 

 

Lietuva 

(Lithuania, German - Litauen), established 1236, amalgamated with Poland 1569, incorporated into Russian 

empire  1795-1917. 
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Byelorussia 

(Belarus, meaning"White" Russia, formerly White Ruthenia), established 987 as Polotsk, incorporated into 

Lithuania 1397, then (merged with Black Ruthenia) incorporated into the Russian empire 1772-1795, later the 

Soviet Union, independent 1990. 

 

Rossiya 

(Russia), established 862, developed into Kievan Rus, then Muscovite Rus (Muscovy), renamed Russia 1547 

(also known as Great Ruthenia), declared as Russian empire 1721 until 1917, Soviet Union 1922-1991.  

Rus' (Cyrillic - Русь, pronounced Roos-yu) was first established in 862, centred on Kiev (Kievan Rus), but 

fluctuated in power and territory until Novgorod became its centre during the 13th century and the Grand Duchy 

of Moscow (Muscovy) was established, renamed as Russia in 1547. 

 

Ruthenia 

Between the 11th-18th centuries, the Eastern Orthodox rulers of Rus adopted the Cyrillic Greek name of Rossia, 

but the Roman Catholic countries of Europe used the mediaeval Latin name of Ruthenia, including Great 

Ruthenia, White, Black, and Red Ruthenia. While Great Ruthenia generally meant Russia itself, the other names 

applied to territories which fell within the Lithuanian provinces of Poland-Lithuania - White Ruthenia (modern 

Belarus), Black Ruthenia (western Belarus), Red Ruthenia (Galicia and Volhynia).  

 

Carpathian Ruthenia and neighbouring Slovakia were provinces of Hungary which in 1918 were incorporated into 

the new state of Czechoslovakia. Carpathian Ruthenia (with its capital at Uzhgorod) is known locally as "sub-

Carpathian" Ruthenia (Podkarpatska Rus) or "Trans-Carpathia" (Zakarpatska in Slovak, Zakarpattia in Ukrainian) 

and was ceded from Czechoslovakia to Ukraine in 1946. The neighbouring province (in former Galicia) of "Cis-

Carpathia" (Prykarpattia) was annexed from Poland by the Soviet Union in 1939, made part of the Ukraine and 

renamed Ivano-Frankivsk after its capital.  

 

The east Slavic language of 10th-13th century western Kievan Rus developed into "Ruthenian", which was also 

used in Lithuania, Byelorussia, and has survived since the 17th century as the modern Ukrainian language. The 

language of eastern Kievan Rus became modern Russian. 

 

Ukrayina 

(Ukraine), established within Kievan Rus, then incorporated into Poland, named Ukraina 1569, declared a 

Cossack state 1649, incorporated into Russian empire 1764, independent 1917-1921, then incorporated into 

Soviet Union until 1990. Territory on the southern and eastern edges of Kievan Rus, named Ukraina 1569 to 

describe its border defensive function againt the nomadic Tatars 

 

Polska 

(Poland, German - Polen), established 966, amalgamated with Lithuania 1569, incorporated into Russian empire 

1795-1917. The Polan people adopted western Christianity in 966 and their territory became a dukedom, then the 

kingdom of Poland from 1025. The monarchy transferred to the French royal house of Anjou in 1370, as did the 

kingdom of Hungary. In 1386 the king's daughter married the grand duke of Lithuania, establishing a personal 

union of the two countries, which became a commonwealth in 1569. During the 16th-18th centuries Poland had 

an elected monarch (rather than hereditary), which for a brief period included the king of Sweden. 

 

Halicz 

(Galicia), established 1124, amalgamated with Volyn 1199-1253, renamed kingdom of Ruthenia (also known as 

Red Ruthenia), incorporated into Poland 1349, incorporated into Austrian empire 1772-1917, then divided 

between Poland and Ukraine. 

 

Volyn 

(Volhynia), established 987, amalgamated with Halicz 1199-1340, eastern part incorporated into Lithuania 1352, 

incorporated into Russian empire 1772. 

 

Volodimir 

(Lodomeria), western part of Volyn, incorporated into Poland 1352, incorporated into Austrian empire 1772. 
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Cechy 

(Czechia, formerly Bohemia, German - Boehmen), established 870, incorporated into Austrian empire 1526-1918, 

part of Czechoslovakia until independent 1993. 

 

Morava 

(Moravia, German - Maehren), established 833, amalgamated with Bohemia 1055, incorporated into Austrian 

empire 1526-1918, part of Czechoslovakia until 1993, then part of Czechia. 

 

Slovensko 

(Slovakia), established 870 as part of Moravia, then c.920 part of Hungary until 1918, part of Czechoslovakia until 

independent 1993. 

 

Slask 

(Silesia, German - Schlesien), established 1138 within Poland, largely ceded to Bohemia 1335, incorporated into 

Austrian empire 1526, ceded to Prussia 1742, returned to Poland 1945. 

 

Magyarorszag 

(Hungary, German - Ungarn), established 895, divided between Austrian empire and Ottoman empire 1526-1699, 

then fully incorporated into Austrian empire until 1918. Magyar tribes, known as Ungri, from the southern Urals, 

conquered the Moravian territory of the Danube plain (puszta) in the late 9th century, establishing the principality 

of Hungary, which became a western Christian kingdom in 1003. 

 

Jugoslavija 

(Yugoslavia), Balkan territories of Ottoman and Habsburg empires recreated as a Serbian kingdom 1918, 

renamed Yugoslavia (south Slavic people) 1929, from 1945 federation of republics of Serbia, Croatia, Slovenia, 

Bosnia-Herzegovina, Macedonia and Montenegro, until 1991. 

 

Slovenija 

(Slovenia), created 1918 as province, then as separate state of Yugoslavia 1946, independent 1991. 

 

Kranjska 

(Carniola, German - Krain), comprising modern Slovenia. Established 952, incorporated into Austrian empire 

1268-1918, then part of Yugoslavia. 

 

Hrvatska 

(Croatia), established 852, incorporated into Hungary 1102, Austrian empire 1526-1918, then separate state of 

Yugoslavia from 1946, independent 1991. 

 

Bosna 

(Bosnia), established 1154, incorporated into Ottoman empire 1463-1878, Austrian empire until 1918, then 

separate state of Yugoslavia from 1946, independent 1992. 

 

Hercegovina 

(Herzegovina), established 1448, incorporated into Ottoman empire 1482-1878, merged with Bosnia 1832, 

incorporated into Austrian empire until 1918, then part of Yugoslavia. 

 

Srbija 

(Serbia), established 952, incorporated into Ottoman empire 1459-1817, independent until 1918, then merged 

with Croatia until 1929 when both became states within Yugoslavia until separation in 1992, renamed as Serbia 

2000. The monarchy of Serbia dates back to the time of Charlemagne and adopted eastern Christianity in the 9th 

century. Absorbed into the Bulgarian empire, Serbia regained independence in the 12th century until the 15th 

century conquest by the Ottomans caused mass migration of Serbs north and west across the Balkans. 

 

Vojvodina 

Province of Hungary, incorporated into Ottoman empire 1526-1699, incorporated into Austrian empire until 1918, 

then incorporated into Serbia. 
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Kosovo 

Province of Serbia, incorporated into Ottoman empire 1455-1912, declared independence 2008 (not recognised 

by Serbia). 

 

Crna Gora 

(Montenegro), established 1498, incorporated into Serbia 1918, then separate state of Yugoslavia from 1946, 

independent 2006. 

 

Makedonija 

(Macedonia), incorporated into Serbia 1346, then separate state of Yugoslavia from 1946, independent 1991. The 

ancient kingdom of Macedon was established in 808 BC. The modern region of Macedonia comprises a large 

part of northern Greece, the south-western corner of Bulgaria, as well as border lands of Albania and Kosovo, in 

addition to the republic of Macedonia. 

 

Romania 

Created 1862 by amalgamation of Walachia with western Moldavia, independent 1881. During Roman times, 

modern Romania was named Dacia after the native people. The Latin based language has survived here to the 

present day, unique in a region of Slavic languages. Its speakers became known as Vlachs and migrated to form 

communities in several other parts of the Balkans, but the main population remained in Walachia, which in 1859 

was united with neighbouring Moldavia to eventually form Romania in 1881. Both principalities had been created 

in the 14th century by Basarab, who also gave his name to Bessarabia, the eastern half of Moldavia, which is now 

the separate state of Moldova. Romania was enlarged in 1918 by the addition of Transylvania, Bukovina and 

Banat, ceded by Austria-Hungary. 

 

Vlahia 

(Walachia), established 1330, incorporated into Ottoman empire 1417, amalgamated with western Moldavia 1859 

to form Romania 1862, independent 1881. 

 

Moldova 

(Moldavia), established 1343, incorporated into Ottoman empire 1498, divided 1812 between western Moldavia 

and (eastern) Bessarabia. Western Moldavia amalgamated with Walachia 1859 to form Romania 1862 

 

Basarabia 

(Bessarabia), established 1359, eastern part of Moldavia, incorporated into Ottoman empire 1498, Russian 

empire 1812, independent 1991, renamed Moldova. 

 

Transylvania 

(Ardeal, Transilvania, German - Siebenbuergen), a province of Hungary from 1003, incorporated into Ottoman 

empire 1540-1699, Austrian empire until 1918, then ceded to Romania. Transylvania (meaning beyond the forest) 

was part of Bulgaria in the 9th century when both where conquered by the Magyars, Turkic invaders from the 

east. The territory became a Magyar province of Hungary in 1003 but continued to be threatened by subsequent 

eastern tribes and in 1211, the Teutonic Order of knights was invited to defend it from the Cuman Turkic invaders. 

The Crusader knights built seven strategic fortresses to guard the Carpathian mountain passes, which which gave 

the region its Germanic name of Siebenbuergen (Seven Castles), also translated into Polish, Ukrainian, Bulgarian 

and Croat usage.  

 

Banat 

(Timisoara,Temesvar, Temeskoz), province of Bulgaria, then Hungary, incorporated into Ottoman empire 1552-

1716, Austrian empire until 1918, then divided between Serbia and Romania. Banat (meaning frontier province) 

was Bulgarian territory, then Hungarian from the 11th century, until seized by the Ottoman empire in 1552 and 

named the Eyalet of Temesvar (modern Timisoara). It was renamed Banat in 1716 when it was ceded to Austria-

Hungary by the Ottomans. Since 1918 the territory has been divided between Romania and Serbia (within 

Vojvodina). 

 

Bukovina 

(German - Buchenland), province of Moldavia, incorporated into Austrian empire 1774-1918, then incorporated 

into Romania. Bukovina (meaning land of beech trees, Buchenland in German) was part of Moldavia since the 
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14th century, until it was annexed by Austria in 1774. In 1918 it was ceded to Romania, but in 1940 its northern 

province was seized by the Soviet Union and made part of the Ukraine, renamed Chernivtsi after Czernowitz, its 

capital. 

 

Balgariya 

(Bulgaria), established 681, incorporated into Ottoman empire from 1393, independent 1878. Bulgar tribes from 

the Caspian Sea had migrated to the Black Sea and had arrived in the Balkans in the 7th century, building an 

empire which by the 11th century included modern Bulgaria, Romania, Greece and Serbia. Allies of Byzantium, 

the Bulgars adopted eastern Christianity in the 9th century, but were absorbed into the Byzantine empire during 

the 12th century, later regaining independence, until being conquered by the Ottomans at the end of the 14th 

century. 

 

Shqiperi 

(Albania), established 1190, incorporated into Ottoman empire from 1479, independent 1912. 

 

 
 
EASTWARD MIGRATION  (Ostsiedlung) 
 

The southward and westward migration of Germanic tribes had been a major cause of the collapse of the Roman 

empire. The territories of northern, central and eastern Europe they had vacated were then occupied by the 

westward migration of Slavic peoples, as far west as the Elbe and as far south as the Alps. This early Slavic 

presence in northern and central Europe, including much of modern Germany, is indicated by the survival of Slavic 

personal and place names, often ending in -itz (like Chemnitz), -vitz, witz, -in (like Berlin) and -ow (like Pankow). 

 

The early mediaeval political movement to re-establish the Holy Roman Empire resulted in re-colonisation of the 

former Germanic lands of central and northern Europe, with German-speaking settlers encouraged to migrate 

towards the Baltic coast and the borders of modern Poland. To the south, similar migration extended into the Alps 

and across Styria and Carinthia into modern Slovenia and to the east as far as Transylvania.  

 

During the 9th-10th centuries Slav states had developed in Moravia, Kievan Rus and Poland, and as the Germanic 

peoples expanded the Holy Roman Empire, conquered Slav territories were designated as "marches" (border 

lands defended by a senior trusted noble) and land ownership in these territories was commonly offered to the 

younger sons of the German nobility who would not inherit their own land. Taxation of the consequential wealth 

of these new landowners was far more profitable than taxation of the indigenous Slav agricultural communities. 

 

During the later 11th century the Germanic expansion developed into the military and religious Northern Crusade, 

taking control of most of the Baltic coast, where monasteries and bishops became powerful landowners and 

encouraged German settlement, to increase their authority over the conquered local peoples. Meanwhile at much 

the same time, the rulers of Hungary, Bohemia and Poland invited German-speaking immigrants from Flanders 

and Franconia (Aachen to Frankfurt and Bavaria) to contribute mining expertise and other skilled trades needed 

for the economic development of their realms.  

 

Mecklenburg, Pomerania, Prussia, Moravia, Silesia, Austria, all saw the arrival of Frisians, Dutch, Flemish (also 

Walloons), Franks, Thuringians, Saxons, Bavarians, Swabians. Besides the marches on the perimeter of the 

Empire, invited migration and settlement of German-speaking peoples extended as far as the Gulf of Riga, the 

Carpathians and Transylvania, where their cultural and linguistic influence endures today. These invitations 

continued into the 15th century and as late as the 18th century, German speakers were encouraged to settle as 

far away as southern and eastern Ukraine. 

 

While the Christian crusaders had fought to expel Islam from the Holy Land since the end of the 11th century, in 

the later 13th century Mongol and Turkic invaders brought Islam and devastation to Christian eastern Europe. On 

their journey home from the Holy Land the knights of the Teutonic Order were invited by the king of Hungary to 

settle in Transylvania and lead the defence of the eastern frontier against the invaders. From the 12th century, 

the monarchy had already invited German-speaking skilled men from Franconia to help defend the borders, but 

also to contribute skilled trades to develop the region's economy, followed in the 13th century by men from 
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Flanders, Thuringia and Saxony. These immigrants were collectively known locally as "Saxons" and successive 

waves continued to arrive until the early 19th century, creating a significant German-speaking population. 

 

The repeated invasions, then civil strife and the Black Death plague of the 14th century, seriously depleted the 

populations of Poland and Hungary, increasing the demand for agricultural labour, which resulted in 

encouragement of the immigration of peasants from western Europe. Meanwhile, the growth and development of 

cities and towns in Poland, and the establishment of the Polish "burgher" class of merchants was much influenced 

by the political and social culture brought by the significant numbers of German-speaking immigrants to urban 

areas. By the end of the 15th century the provinces of Polish Silesia and Galicia and cities such as Krakow and 

Poznan had large and influential minorities of German-speaking inhabitants.  

 

At the end of the 10th century the Holy Roman Emperor had established a charter of privileges for towns and their 

citizens, known as the "Magdeburg rights" (named after the city where they were first applied). Introduced by the 

immigrants from the west, they soon came to be also adopted by the rulers of Bohemia, Hungary and Poland. 

They were of great benefit to the German settlers of the Ostsiedlung, but more particularly they were applied in 

these other countries to the subsequent Jewish immigrants, most of whom were also German-speaking, which 

made eastward emigration particularly attractive to them, after they lost these rights when persecuted in their 

homelands within the Holy Roman Empire. 

 

Betweeen the 11th-16th centuries, Poland was the most tolerant country in Europe, providing sanctuary for Jews 

expelled from countries to the west, and became home to the largest Jewish community in the world, perhaps 

75% of the global total at that time. When the Jews were expelled from Spain in 1492 (as well as from Austria, 

Hungary and again from Germany), Poland became the recognised haven for Jewish exiles from other parts of 

Europe. 

 

Significant eastward emigration of Jews from western Europe resulted from the widespread (Church sponsored) 

persecution of Jewish communities along the routes of armies from western Europe marching through German-

speaking territories during the Crusades of the 11th-12th centuries. These Jews followed the eastward paths of 

the earlier German-speaking migrants, settling throughout Poland and Lithuania, their financial, trading and craft 

skills being recognised as beneficial to the commercial interests of their new host countries, eventually coming to 

form the core of national economies. 

 

However the first Jews in Poland, Silesia and Galicia were Sephardi (Spanish) merchants travelling on the Islamic 

trade route between Al-Andalus (Islamic Spain) via the Rhone and Rhine valleys, then Prague to Kiev and 

Bukhara, during the 10th century. The first permanent settlement of Jews was in Przemysl, recorded in 1085, and 

by the beginning of the of the 12th century Jews were recorded as owning land or buildings in the Polish capital 

Gniezno and also in Silesia, Poznan, Wroclaw, Plock, Szczecin, Gdansk and Kalisz. A century later the Jewish 

population of Krakow became prominent, expanded by large numbers arriving after being expelled from Prague. 

 

There are also records of Ashkenazi (German) Jews from communities in Franconia migrating east to Poznan 

(1012), Halicz (Galicia, 1030), Grodno (1096-1192), Kalisz (1248), Lodz (1248), Lublin (1348) and Lvov (1348), 

from eastern Silesia to Sandomierz (1159) and from Vienna to Tarnopol (1421), joining Jews from Hungary who 

had earlier migrated to Tarnopol (1349-1360). Meanwhile Jews from long established communities in Crimea and 

on the adjacent Black Sea coastal mainland had migrated to Kharkov (1016), Chernigov (1016) and later to Kiev 

(1350), while a century later Jews who had migrated to Lithuania, moved again to Crimea (1445) and others from 

Lithuania went to Bialystok (1495), at much the same time as Jews who had first migrated to Krakow moved 

further east to Lvov (1494). 

 

But from the 17th century, growing religious strife across Europe (due to the Protestant Reformation and the 

Catholic Counter-Reformation), combined with the political decline of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, 

brought increasing intolerance. This culminated in the imposition of official discrimination and persecution of Jews 

by the Russian, Austrian and Prussian powers which partitioned Poland between them in 1795. Despite this, when 

Poland regained independence in 1918, the Jewish community numbered 4 million, still the largest in the world 

(followed by the USA and Ukraine, each with 3.3 million). About half of the Polish Jews lived in Galicia, while more 

than half of the Ukrainian Jews lived in Volhynia and Kiev province. 
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GLOSSARY 

 

Finno-Ugric 

For more than 3000 years the population of eastern Europe has been altered by successive westward migrations 

of peoples from central and north Asia. The longest surviving remnants of these influences are the Finno-Ugric 

languages, believed to originate from Yugra in north-western Siberia, as spoken now in Finland, Karelia, Hungary, 

Estonia and by the Sami peoples of Lapland.  

 

Mongol 

Known to the Greeks and Romans as Scythians, horse-riding peoples originating from what is now called 

Mongolia dominated the grassland plains (steppe) of Asia and Europe from Manchuria to Romania between the 

9th century BC and the 4th century AD. Mongol culture remained dominant in central Asia and northern China 

and the empire was expanded again dramatically under Genghis and his dynasty in the 13th-14th centuries, 

extending at its peak from Korea to Romania, including Persia, Russia and Anatolia, with military campaigns in 

Java, the Balkans and the Levant. As the empire declined the dispersed Mongol peoples adopted and were 

assimilated into surrounding Turkic cultures. A successor empire known as Mogul (or Mughal) was established 

across India in the 16th century, surviving until being absorbed into British India in 1857. 

 

Turkic  

"Turk" comes from an Old Tibetan word meaning "origin" and describes a linguistic group of peoples from central 

Asia still present in the Uzbek, Kazakh, Kirghiz and Turkmen regions, Azerbaijan, southern Siberia, as well as the 

Uighur peoples of Xinjiang (western China). They travelled westward with the Mongol migrations and arrived in 

eastern Europe as "Huns" in the 4th century, "Bulgars" in the 6th century and settled in Anatolia as Turks in the 

8th century (later to enter Europe under the Ottomans). 

 

Hun 

Within the Mongol migrations, one particular group which had a powerful influence over eastern Europe were the 

Huns, (Xiongnu peoples from Mongolia) whose empire extended to the Black Sea by the 2nd century and 

expanded across eastern Europe between the 4th-6th centuries, particularly under Attila, who attacked the city of 

Rome and reached as far west as the Rhineland and Paris in 451. 

 

Slav 

The origin of the Slavic peoples is unknown, but it is believed that they arrived in eastern Europe with the Hun 

invasions, but settled and remained when the Huns retreated. 

 

Golden Horde 

The vast Mongol empire (khanate) created by Genghis was divided between his descendants, with the Kipchak 

khanate, known as the Golden Horde, retaining control of much of modern Russia during the 13th-15th centuries, 

while the "il-khanate" controlled Anatolia and Persia to the south, both empires adopting Islam. 

 

Tatar 

Known as Tartar in Latin, French and English, Dada in Chinese, the Tatars were a Turkic people, originating in 

central Asia, who allied with the Mongol empire of Ghengis and moved westward across modern Russia with the 

Golden Horde during the 13th century. 

 

Cossack 

Not connected with the Kazakhs, the Cossacks were a warrior Khazar people, originating from between the Black 

and Caspian Seas, who migrated into modern Ukraine during the 10th century. They fought as mercenaries 

against the Tatars, employed by the emerging Russian and Polish-Lithuanian nations. 

 
Ottoman 

Turkic dynasty which founded the nation of Turkey and created the Turkish empire in west Asia and north Africa, 

which also dominated eastern Europe, particularly the Balkans, between the 14th-19th centuries, expanding 

westwards as far as Vienna in 1529 and again in 1683. 
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Kaiser, Tsar (emperor) 

The Roman imperial title of Caesar (correctly pronounced kaizar, not "seezer") originated from the family name 

of Julius Caesar and its use was continued (from 800 AD) within the Holy Roman Empire as Kaiser (German) 

meaning emperor, and was also adopted by the Russian empire from 1547 as Czar, Csar, Tzar or Tsar. 

 

Khagan 

The Turkic title khagan is the equivalent of emperor, alternatively "khan of khans".  

 

Khan 

The Turkic title khan is the equivalent of "emir" in Arabic, meaning monarch (king) or military ruler.  

 

Knyaz 

Alternatively "knez", the Slavic title knyaz originated as kuningaz, from the same root as king, Koenig (German) 

and konung (Nordic), but is usually considered more equivalent to prince, duke or count, depending on context. 

 

Fuerst 

Literally meaning "first" (as a direct translation of "princeps", Latin for prince), the German title Fuerst best 

translates as Grand Prince, ruler of a territory within the Holy Roman Empire, senior to a prince but below Kaiser 

(emperor). In later times Fuerst came to rank above Graf (count) but below Herzog (duke). 

 

Herzog (duke) 

Derived from Heer (army) and zog (Ziehen, to lead), meaning to lead into battle, the German title Herzog is 

equivalent to duke (from French "duc", in turn from "belli dux", Latin for battle leader). As commander of the 

military, the duke ranked second to the king, senior to a count. Senior dukes were ranked as Grossherzog (Grand 

Duke) and Erzherzog (Arch Duke). The title has been adapted into Nordic usage as hertug and Slavic as herzeg 

or herceg. 

 

Voivode  

The Greek title "voevodas" (from the 10th century Byzantine empire in the Balkans) has a very similar derivation 

to herzog, from voe (army) and vodas (to lead), meaning to lead into battle, and was adapted as the Slavic title 

vojevoda (war leader, war lord) or voivode and was applied widely across eastern Europe as wojewoda (Poland), 

voievod (Romania), vojvod (Serbia), vajda (Hungary and Transylvania), vajavod (Belarus), vaivad (Lithuania), 

baida (Ruthenia). The title came to mean deputy or assistant to the ruler of a state, as governor of a province, 

equivalent to duke, Herzog (German) or knyaz. Related titles include "prince palatine", margrave, namestnik and 

governor-general.  

 

Namestnik 

Within the Russian empire, where the knyaz was effectively king, as deputy to the tsar, the provincial governor 

(as deputy to the knyaz) was given the title namestnik, equivalent to a viceroy (French - vice-roi, meaning deputy 

to the king). 

 

Hetman 
Derived from Hauptmann (German), the Slavic title Hetman was given to the military commander ranked second 
to the voivode or knyaz (or duke) and used in Poland, Lithuania and Ukraine 
 

il-Khan 

The Turkic title il-khan, meaning subordinate to the khan or prince, is the equivalent of duke. 

 

Prince Palatine 

The Palatine hill in the centre of the city of Rome provides the source of the word palace, and since Roman times 

the titles Palatine and palace have been related to courts and centres of administration distant from the imperial 

centre. The "Comes Palatinus" (Count Palatine, or more usually Prince Palatine) acted as a deputy to the monarch 

in remote regions of the state, as autonomous governor and judge in provinces declared "palatinate" and was 

senior to other counts, equivalent to duke or prince.  

 

In Poland the titles palatine and voivode became synonymous. Durham, Chester and Lancaster were Counties 

Palatine in England, as were parts of Bavaria and the Rhineland (Pfalz in German). The remote counties of 



Eastern Europe - Historical Glossary                    extracted from  "Daddy Why…..?"  ©  David Foster 2018                           Page 10 of 15 

Cornwall, Pembroke, Strathearn, Tipperary, Maryland in America and Avalon in Newfoundland had similar status, 

but not the explicit title. 

 

Graf (count) 

The Latin title "comes" (pronounced kom-ez) meaning companion, was awarded to a high-ranking associate of 

the leader of the state, in early mediaeval times becoming the title "comte" (French), "conte" (Italian), equivalent 

to Graf (German). In England the older Saxon title "earl" was replaced with "count" by the Norman invaders, but 

the original title eventually prevailed. 

 

Margrave 

The military commander appointed by the monarch to defend and govern the frontier territory of a country or 

empire was given the title Markgraf or Landgraf (German), marquis (French), marquess, margrave or "marcher 

lord" (English), senior to a count or earl, but below duke. In the German-speaking Holy Roman Empire the 

Margrave (Markgraf) was often the ruler of an imperial principality, such as Brandenburg. 

 
 
 
TERRITORIES 
In many parts of eastern Europe, the status of a province was named to reflect the status of the governor, be he 

Slavic, Turkic or German speaking. Thus all provinces in Poland are named "wojewodztwo" (voivodeship) after 

the voivode who governed them, just as a county name in England reflects the title of the count (earl). In some 

cases the province status actually became its name, as with Vojvodina, Hercegovina, Banat. 

 

Some territories were named in relation to a major geographical feature which formed a natural border, described 

with the prefix "Cis" (Latin, meaning "before" or "on the near side of") or "Trans" (meaning "beyond" or "on the far 

side of"), for example Transylvania means "beyond the forest". The empire of Austria-Hungary was notionally 

divided on the Leitha river into Cis-Leithania (Austria) and Trans-Leithania (Hungary). The Carpathian mountains 

similarly divided Cis-Carpathia (Prykarpattia) from Trans-Carpathia (Zakarpattia, also known as "sub-Carpathian" 

Ruthenia.  

 

Territories with German names were often given a suffix denoting their status, for example "-tum" (equivalent to          

"-dom" in English, as in kingdom), meaning estate or property, or the higher status of "-reich", meaning realm or 

empire. The suffix "-schaft", means territory, similar to "-ship" in English, as in voivode-ship or viceroy-ship. 

 
Kaisertum  

Germanic territory ruled by a Kaiser, also known as Reich, equivalent to an empire.  

 

Koenigreich 

Germanic territory ruled by a king, equivalent to a kingdom.   

 

Kronland  

Meaning crown land, Germanic territory belonging to a monarch. 

 

Khaganate 

Turkic territory ruled by a khagan, equivalent to an empire.  

 

Khanate 

Turkic territory ruled by a khan, equivalent to an emirate or kingdom.   

 

il-Khanate 

Turkic territory ruled by an il-Khan, a sub-division of an empire, specifically the region of Anatolia and Persia 
between the mid-13th and mid-14th centuries, under the Mongols. 
 

Emirate 
Islamic province governed by an emir, equivalent to a kingdom or principality. 
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Eyalet 
Province equivalent to an emirate, within the Ottoman empire, governed by a pasha (governor). Previously known 
as beylik (until 1590), governed by a bey (also beg). Renamed as vilayet from 1867.  
 

Fuerstentum 

Germanic territory governed by a prince or Grand Prince, equivalent to a principality.   

 

Herzogtum 

Germanic territory governed by a duke, equivalent to a dukedom or duchy. A Grossherzogtum was governed by 

a Grand Duke, Erzherzogtum by an Arch Duke (for example, Upper Austria and Lower Austria).  

 

Voivodeship  

Slavic province governed by a voivode, equivalent to a dukedom, duchy or palatinate (western Europe), ban, 
banate, bojan, vojin, bayan (eastern Europe). wojewodztwo in modern Poland, vojvodina in Serbia.  
 
Oblast 
Province in Russia (also used as voblast and oblys), equivalent to voivodeship. 
 
Palatinate 

Province governed by a Prince Palatine (sometimes a Count Palatine), known as Pfalz in German. 

 

County 

Territory originally governed by a count (or earl), known as Grafschaft in German. 

 

March 

Frontier territories at the perimeter of a country or empire were called Mark (German), marche (French), marche 

(Italian) and march (English). The "Welsh Marches" are the English counties bordering Wales, while "Danmark" 

(Denmark) was the Nordic territory bordering the Germanic peoples. "Krain" is the Slavic equivalent of Mark and 

appears in the Slavic and German names for Carniola (modern Slovenia), as well as in Ukraine. 

 

Margraviate 

Frontier territory known as Mark (march) of the Holy Roman Empire governed by a margrave (Markgraf in 

German). 

 
Banate 
Frontier province under control of a ban (military governor), also known as banovina (Serbia), bansag (Hungary), 
banat (Romania), banatus (Latin).  
 
Hetmanate 
Territory controlled by a hetman (military commander ranked second to the voivode or knyaz), of which the most 
prominent was the military state of the Cossack Hetmanate (1648-1764).  
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GALICIA 

During the disintegration of the Kievan Rus empire, the principality of Halych-Volhynia was created in 1199 from 

the provinces of and Halicz and Volyn and rapidly expanded to include territory as far east as Kiev and north to 

Grodno. Reduced to the renamed kingdom of Ruthenia in 1253, Halicz was taken by Poland in 1349, Volyn by 

Lithuania in 1352, until they were again merged in 1569 as "Galicia and Volodymyr-in-Volhynia" (also called 

Lodomeria), named after Vladimir, the 10th century grand prince of Kiev. In 1772 the territory was absorbed into 

the Austrian empire as "Galicia and Lodomeria", commonly abbreviated to Galicia.     

           

Celtic tribes lived across Europe before the Roman Empire. The Vlach people (from Walachia in Romania), Wales, 

Cornwall, Wallonia (Belgium), Gaul (France), Gallic, Gaelic, Galt and Halt are all names derived from "Celt", as 

are Caledonia (Scotland), Galicia (Spain), Galata (Turkey) and in this case Halicz, also known as Galicia. 

 

The northern boundary of western Galicia is formed by the Vistula, which is the largest river in Poland, rising in 

the Carpathians, flowing north through Krakow, then Warsaw to join the Baltic sea at Gdansk. The southern 

boundary of Galicia is formed by the Carpathian mountains, which also form the northern boundary of Slovakia 

and Carpathian Ruthenia. The San river is a tributary of the Vistula, also rising in the Carpathians of Galicia, and 

flows north through Przemysl and Jaroslav. The Dniester river rises in Galicia near the source of the San, flowing 

east through Halicz, Czernowitz, then forms the border between Moldova and Ukraine, before joining the Black 

Sea. 

 

From 1817 there was much enforced Germanisation of Galicia until the population rebelled in 1848, after which 

Polish and Ukrainian cultures and language were accorded equal official status by the Austrian empire. In 1867 

Galicia was granted cultural and economic autonomy and autonomous government in 1873 as an imperial 

province, when the language of Ruthenia was also given official status.  

 

In the early years of the 20th century the Habsburg province of Galicia was a secure and prosperous part of the 

"civilised" world, its relatively free population composed of roughly equal majorities of Jews and Ukrainian 

speakers and a minority of Polish speakers. The Poles were the gentry and the officials, the Ukrainians the 

peasants and the Jews the shopkeepers and craftsmen. In that part of the Austrian empire the language of 

schooling was Polish, which was also the first language of the Jewish middle class, most of whom had only a little 

knowledge of Hebrew or of Yiddish, so their second language was German.  

 
The eastern part of Halicz (eastern Galicia) was annexed from Poland by the Soviet Union in 1939 and made part 

of the Ukraine, including Lvov province, Tarnopol province and Cis-Carpathia (Prykarpattia) which is now named 

Ivano-Frankivsk after its capital, the city previously named Stanislavov (Stanislau in German). In 1918, the 

neighbouring northern Bukovina province of Czernowitz became part of Romania, along with the remainder of 

Bukovina, but was annexed by the Soviet Union in 1940 and made part of the Ukraine (as Chernivtsi). 

 

 

Pale of Settlement 

After the 1648 war between Cossacks and Poland-Lithuania, surviving Jews were largely deported and banned 

from Russian cities such as Kiev, so that the Jewish population of Russia became insignificant within the scale of 

the Russian empire. But with the annexation of eastern Poland-Lithuania in 1772, a large population of Jews and 

Roman Catholics was inherited, which empress Catherine the Great considered to be a threat to the Eastern 

Orthodox religion and hence the state. In 1785 Jews within the Russian empire were designated as foreigners 

and in 1791 they were generally restricted to live within the Pale of Settlement, an area comprising the most 

western Russian provinces and the neighbouring provinces annexed from Poland-Lithuania between 1772-1795. 

At its peak the Jewish population of the Pale reached around 5 million, then around 40% of the global total.  

 

Within the Pale, Jews were expelled from cities and had to live in the respective surrounding provinces, but were 

also forbidden to live in existing agricultural communities. Small towns were established, called "shtetl" (Staedtle, 

a small provincial town), where 75% of the Jews lived. The shtetl Jews of Warsaw province comprised 18% of the 

population (Grodno 17%, Minsk 16%, Kovno 14%, Volyn 13%, Kiev 12%). Some privileged Jews were allowed to 

live in Moscow and St Petersburg, but many of those were expelled until relaxation of the rules in 1891.  
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TOWNS 

Here are some brief examples of the history of individual places, 700km apart (440 miles), at opposite ends of the 

historical region of Poland-Lithuania. Kovno and Lvov are two major cities in the north (Lithuania) and south 

(Galicia) of the region respectively. Grodno and Przemysl are similarly two significant towns in the north and south, 

while Neustadt and Jaroslaw are two minor towns in the north and south respectively. 

 

Kovno (Russian), Kaunas (Lithuanian), has been the second largest city in Lithuania since the 15th century, when 

it was a member of the Hanseatic League trading and military confederation of the Baltic. From 1795 Kovno 

province was absorbed within the Russian empire (and the Pale of Settlement) until 1917. In 1920 the city 

population was about 160,000, of which 25% were Jews, with 40 synagogues.  

 

Grodno (Polish), Hrodna (Russian), on the western edge of modern Belarus, was established in the 12th century 

and its Jewish community was given recognition by the Grand Duke of Lithuania in 1389. Originally within Black 

Ruthenia, which became part of Lithuania in the 13th century, in 1795 Grodno province was absorbed within the 

Russian empire (and the Pale of Settlement) until 1917, when it was combined with Minsk province to form 

Belarus. In the 1897 Russian census, the city population was about 47,000, of which 48% were Jews.  

  

Neustadt (German), Nowe Miasto (Polish), Naumiestis (Lithuanian) is in the Samogitia (Zemaitija) lowland region 

of western Lithuania, southeast of Klaipeda (Memelburg). The small town (now called Zemaiciu Naumiestis) was 

close to the Lithuanian border with the Koenigsberg (modern Kaliningrad) province of Prussia and in the 14th 

century was established as a frontier trading centre, with a multi-cultural population including Jews at least from 

the 17th century. In the 1897 Russian census, the population was about 2500, of which 59% were Jews. 

 

Lvov (Russian), Lwow (Polish), Lviv (Ukrainian), Lemberg (German), named from "lev" (lion), after the eldest son 

of the king of Ruthenia, was founded in 1256 and was the capital of Ruthenia from 1272. Within Poland from 1349 

the city was capital of the Ruthenian voivodeship, then from 1772 (as Lemberg), capital of Galicia until 1918. In 

the early 17th century the city was multi-cultural with communities of Germans, Italians, English, Scots, and  

religions including Roman Catholics, Jews, Slavic and Armenian Eastern Orthodox, Protestants. The 1910 census 

recorded 51% as Roman Catholic, 28% Jews, 19% Ukrainian Eastern Orthodox , while 86% of the 206,000 

population spoke Polish and 11% spoke Ukrainian. Lemberg was the 4th largest city in the Austrian empire and 

in 1853 was the first city in Europe to have street lights (fuelled by kerosene refined from locally drilled crude oil, 

then gas from 1858 and electric lighting from 1900). The city was the capital of the Lwow voivodeship within 

Poland from 1918 to 1939 when the province was annexed by the Soviet Union and made part of the Ukraine. 

 

Przemysl, (pronounced p-shemish-luh in Polish, Premissel in German and Yiddish) on the San river, is the second 

oldest city in southern Poland after Krakow, established in the 8th century within the empire of Moravia. Absorbed 

into Kievan Rus during the 10th-13th centuries, it was then within Halicz (Galicia) until taken by Poland in 1340, 

then absorbed into the Austrian empire in 1772. It was a multi-cultural city of Poles, Ruthenians, Czechs, Jews, 

Germans and Armenians, with the first synagogue built in 1559. The city was massively fortified by the Austrians 

as a defence against Russia after the Crimean War (from 1854) and indeed became the scene of fierce fighting 

between Austria and Russia in 1914. In the mid 18th century, the population was recorded as 40% Roman 

Catholic, 4% Eastern Orthodox and 56% Jewish, but in 1901 this had changed to 47% Roman Catholic, 23% 

Eastern Orthodox and 30% Jewish.  

 

Jaroslaw was established in 1031 by the Kievan Rus, as a trading port on the San river. Originally it was within 

the province of Halicz (Galicia) which became part of Poland in 1349 until absorbed into the Austrian empire in 

1772. The first Jews recorded were present in 1464. In the mid 18th century, the population was recorded as 54% 

Roman Catholic, 24% Eastern Orthodox and 22% Jewish (increasing to 25% in 1901). Now in south-eastern 

Poland, close to the border with Ukraine, Przemysl and Jaroslaw were until 1999 both the centres of their own 

provinces, but have since been combined within the larger Subcarpathian Voivodeship. 

 
see also separate pieces entitled  
Austrian Empire and the Balkans, Russian Empire and Poland,  
Divided Nations, Ancestry and Nationality  
 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- ----------------------- 
Eastern Europe - Historical Glossary - historical countries, eastward migration (Ostsiedlung), glossary, territories, Galicia, Pale of 
Settlement, towns 
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Habsburg empire of Austria-Hungary until 1918 
 

 
 

 
                                     
                                  Volhynia (blue) in 1941 
 

 
        
          Volhynia within Russian empire 1910 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
Galicia (pink) in 1910 

 
 

 
 
Volhynia (blue) divided between 
Ukrainian and Polish parts in 
1940 
 
Eastern Galicia (orange) within 
Ukraine, western Galicia within 
Poland, divided 1918 
 

 
 
Volhynia (yellow) within modern 
Ukraine (white) in 1991 
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Bohemia, Moravia and Galicia  
within Habsburg Empire in 1914 
        
         Austria (brown)           Hungary (beige) 

 
 
Bohemia, Moravia, Slovakia (pale pink) 
and Carpathian Ruthenia (yellow) combined 
to form Czechoslovakia in 1918 
 

Germany 
(blue) 
 
Poland 
(orange) 
 
 
Hungary 
(green) 

                                                                                                                    

                                                                                     languages of Czechoslovakia 

 
 

 
 
 

 
                        1910                                                                      RUTHENIA 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


